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List of Non-English Terms and 
Abbreviations
Arab terms with explanation
Aït el Kebir  Islamic feast celebrated with the ritual offering of a 
sheep
bled el-makhzen territory under control of the Sultan
bled el-siba territoriy out of the control of the Sultan
chergui extremely hot and dry wind from the Sahara
Darija Moroccan dialect of Arabic
el fotor breakfast/fi rst meal of the day
fonduk hotel
hamam Turkish bathhouse
Hamdoulah/Hamdoulilah praise the lord
jamaâ Koranic school
kaid mayor
kissaria cloth market
makhzen Morocco’s governing elite
medina jedida new city centre
medina kedima old city centre
noualla huts of branches or reeds
souk market
wilaya  territorial collectivity with far-reaching economic and 
political freedom
French terms with explanation
bidonville shantytown
colons French settlers
8 | List of Non-English Terms and Abbreviations
dénombrement superfi cial population census
Direction de la Statistique  government service charged with the gathering of sta-
tistical data
l’État civil vital registration of births, marriages and deaths
habitat clandestin illegal settlements/ buildings without permit
Haut Commissariat au Plan Morocco’s planning offi ce
protégé  Moroccans protected by Europeans through another 
statute
récensement extensive population census
registre de la population population register
territoires d’Outre Mer France’s (colonial) transmarine possessions
traveaux public government service charged with public construction
ville nouvelle  new elitist part of the city where the French and other 
European colonists settled
Abbreviations with regard to source materials
RGPH Recensement Géneral de Population et de l’Habitat
CERED Centre d’Etudes et de Recherches Démographique
ENDPR Enquête Nationale Démographique à Passage Répétés
ENNVM Enquête Nationale sur le Niveau de Vie des Ménages
ENPS Enquête Nationale sur la Population et la Santé
PRJ-CERED Projections du CERED
IUSSP  International Union for the Scientifi c Study of Popula-
tion
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Preface
More than eight years have passed since I visited Casablanca the fi rst time. I can 
never forget my fi rst, tentative steps in this amazing metropolis, which simultaneously 
scared, impressed and intrigued me. The chaotic driving manners of the Moroccans, 
the endless traffi c jams, the hooting of nervous motorists, the yelling of vendors at 
the souks and kissarias (cloth markets) and the wild mix of modern and traditional 
lifestyles evoked the symptoms of the much talked-of cultural shock within me. These 
were reinforced by the fact that I entered Casablanca during Ramadan, shortly before 
sunset, at the moment everybody was making their way home for el fotor (the fi rst 
meal of the day). At this unique moment in time, when appetite and thirst reach their 
highest level, policemen leave their posts, disputes and fi ghts arise everywhere in the 
streets and accidents are commonplace. At this chaotic time of the day, my brother and 
I made our way from the Mohammed V airport to the overcrowded kissaria of Derb 
Sultan, where we were warmly welcomed by my brother’s future in-laws. This event-
ful trip into the largest metropolis of Northwestern Africa, led us through residential 
neighborhoods and shanty towns alike, and it marked the start of a growing personal 
interest into the population history of Casablanca.
Whereas most tourists avoid Casablanca nowadays, I quickly became attached to 
this sprawling metropolis. I revisited the city at least once a year to see friends and 
family. When I got the opportunity to do research abroad, I chose to go to Morocco, 
although my knowledge of the Moroccan dialect Darija was quite limited and my 
French a little rusty. In 2007, I spent five months in Casablanca and Rabat for research 
into the fertility transition in Morocco. In this period, I simultaneously attended courses 
in the twentieth century history of Morocco at the University Hassan II. I soon became 
aware that Casablanca’s gigantic population increase was not, primarily, the result of 
natural growth but rather, the effect of a sustained influx from Moroccan country dwell-
ers.  Sitting with friends on the rooftop of a high apartment building in Derb Milan, I 
viewed Casablanca from above and wondered how it was possible that one city could 
attract so many people in just a century’s time. This research project is a scholarly 
attempt to answer this intriguing question.

Introduction
“One of the major features that characterizes Casablanca is its ever-growing native population. 
It is perhaps the only Muslim town in the whole of North Africa where this type of develop-
ment has occurred… As a consequence, grim suburbs and squalid slums have sprung up, 
unfortunately squeezed right in between the European quarters.” (Prost 1917, quoted in Cohen 
& Eleb 2002:215)
At the beginning of the twentieth century Casablanca was a minor Moroccan city. 
Conveniently situated on the Atlantic Coast, the small port, which the Moroccans 
called Dar el Beida, had a population of about 20,000 inhabitants (Kaioua & Troin 
2002). The old Medina, which even today is distinguishable by its thick, ancient, 
four kilometer-long wall, covered some 50 hectares (Chavagnac 2004). In comparison 
with the principal Moroccan cities – Marrakech, Fez, Rabat and Meknes – Casablanca 
was an unimportant coastal settlement with an insignificant past. It had never served 
as a capital for the Moroccan Sultans, and there was no important economic or cul-
tural role for the port in Moroccan history. Looking at photographs taken at the dawn 
of the twentieth century, one could be forgiven for thinking that Casablanca was a 
village. Except for its great walls, the small town left rather a rural than an urban 
impression (Adam 1968a). The many migrants from the countryside underlined this 
suggestion.
One century later, nothing of this picture is left. Casablanca has, in a few decades, 
grown into the largest metropolis of the Maghreb. Today, the city, with its large ocean 
port, broad boulevards, modern shopping centers and its great industrial sector covers 
some 14,000 hectares (Kaioua 1996). It is the economic heart of Morocco. ‘Who knows 
Casablanca, knows Morocco’, goes the modern saying, which is reinforced from a 
demographic point of view, as people from every region of the country are represented 
in the town’s population. Indeed, Casablanca owes its great population growth to a 
continuous influx of country dwellers during the twentieth century. In 1952, at the end 
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of the French protectorate, a census was held, which indicated that only 8 per cent of 
the city’s population was born in Casablanca, 17 per cent came from other Moroccan 
towns, whereas as much as 75 per cent originated from the countryside (Awad 1964). 
Between 1936 and 1952 three-fifths of all rural migrants settled down in the booming 
town of Casablanca (Adam 1973).
Dar el Beida, then, was the major center of attraction for rural migrants, who faced 
high population pressures and heavy drought in the Moroccan countryside. The hope 
for a job and better living conditions seem to have driven them to the new economic 
heart of the country. However, in the course of the twentieth century, economic devel-
opment fell behind population growth, the labor market became saturated and a seri-
ous housing problem arose (Adam 1968b). Yet, the influx of rural migrants did not stop 
and unemployment kept increasing (Escallier 1981). The outcome was in many ways 
catastrophic. Slums appeared at the outskirts of the city and the inhabitants of these 
so-called bidonvilles – a term which originated in Casablanca – lived in extremely poor 
conditions, unable to put together even the bare essentials for survival (Adam 1968b; 
Freund 2007). For decades, slum dwellers had no running water, electricity or a decent 
sewer system at their disposal and as economic development stayed low, perspectives 
for social-economic upward mobility were small. Life was miserable in the slum dwell-
ings behind the concrete walls.
Why, then, did the influx of rural migrants not stop? One cause can be found in the 
bad circumstances in the countryside. Farmers’ land was being constantly subdivided 
because of the high population pressure. The remaining tillage land was often too small 
to support a family. Employment in the non-agricultural sectors was rather scarce or 
even non-existent, as Morocco’s twentieth century countryside was highly underdevel-
oped (Escallier 1981). There were also environmental factors behind the rural exodus 
and scholars have shown a strong connection between meteorological development 
and the size of the rural-to-urban migration stream. In times of heavy drought, more 
Moroccans left the countryside than in relatively rainy periods (Kerzazi 2003).
The development of land property can, in many ways, explain the problematic 
situation in the Moroccan countryside. At the beginning of the twentieth century, 
the largest part of Morocco’s agricultural sector consisted of self-supporting small 
farmers, who sold only a minor part of their production at the market. The arrival 
of the French in 1912 marked the advent of the modernization of the Moroccan 
agricultural sector. Yet, as in many other developing countries, this turned out to 
be a very uneven development. The French colons got hold of the most fertile lands 
and enlarged steadily their estates during the colonial period (1912-1956), while the 
Moroccan farmers had to content themselves with less-fruitful lands which were 
constantly subdivided, as Islamic law grants heritage rights to the whole family’s 
offspring (Lentjes 1981).
A dual-economy developed. The French managed to steadily raise their agricul-
tural production through mechanization and the purchase of new lands, while most 
Moroccan small farmers continued to work their decreasing land estates in traditional 
ways. The smallholders faced a diminution in production and an increasing number 
Introduction | 15
of them were no longer able to earn a living from their agricultural activities. Land 
flight was the ultimate outcome. After decolonization, large parts of the French till-
age land fell into the hands of the Moroccan elite. Only a very few small farmers 
profited from land reforms in the 1960s and 1970s (Swearingen 1988). The dual 
economy persisted and the problems of smallholders grew worse as the partition of 
their lands continued (Lentjes 1981). Consequently, the flight from the land did not 
stop in the latter part of the twentieth century; in fact, migration from the country to 
cities increased.
To get an idea about the size and development of the Moroccan rural-to-urban 
migration process, we present some general figures. Whereas at the beginning of the 
twentieth century annually some 8,000 people left the Moroccan countryside, this 
number rose to more than 45,000 in the period 1952-1960 and to 106.000 per year 
between the census years 1994 and 2004 (Comité Directeur 2006). A strong absolute 
increase in the rural exodus had taken place, which clearly indicates that the situa-
tion in the countryside deteriorated during the twentieth century. Yet, the growth in 
rural-to-urban migration was no linear process. In periods of crises in the Moroccan 
countryside, as was the case during the Second World War and the early years of inde-
pendence (1960s), a much larger number of country dwellers made their way to the 
city (Escallier 1981).
However, poor or deteriorating conditions in the area of origin can never fully 
explain why so many country residents consistently moved to Casablanca, where the 
misery in the slums may have been even greater and where, although some people 
managed to improve their situation in life, the majority of slum habitants had no real 
prospect of social upward mobility, as formal jobs were scarce. Many new city dwell-
ers made a living as shoeblacks, cigarette sellers, garbage collectors, guardians and the 
like, i.e. they got jobs in the expanding informal sector of the economy. Others – and 
particularly widows, the sick and elderly people – relied on begging (Benkirane 1993). 
As money was scarce in the shanty towns, the new city dwellers could not afford a 
high education for their children, severely limiting inter-generational social upward 
mobility.
Why did so many Moroccan country dwellers decide, then, to leave their area of 
origin and head for a major Moroccan city; and why did most of them choose Casa-
blanca as a final destination? Was there a great discrepancy between the perception 
of Dar el Beida and the actual situation in Maghreb’s largest metropolis? Did migrants 
still view Casablanca as a job paradise with relatively luxurious living conditions, 
i.e. did rural-to-urban migrants have a too idealized picture of the possibilities Dar 
el Beida could offer them? Or, was the situation in the countryside so bad that they 
felt they had no other choice than to leave their agricultural activities behind? Ulti-
mately, these issues give rise to the central question of this monograph: How is it pos-
sible that Casablanca developed from a small provincial town into Maghreb’s largest 
metropolis?
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The Slums of Bachko set against Casablanca’s skyline. X
Status Quaestionis
In the past, several scholars were concerned about the paradoxical phenomenon of 
continuing rural-to-urban migration in times when the urban labor market was already 
saturated. John Harris and Michael Todaro developed a very infl uential theory on this 
subject. In their neo-classical approach, differentials in expected wages and the ex-
pected ability to fi nd a job between the countryside and the towns are central causes 
for ongoing rural-to-urban migrations in developing metropolises at the moment un-
employment starts to rise (Todaro 1969; Harris & Todaro 1970). Their presumption is 
that the ‘lure of relatively higher permanent incomes will continue to attract a steady 
stream of rural migrants’ as long as the rural-urban disparity in earnings outweighs the 
risk of becoming unemployed (Todaro 1969: 138; De Haas, 2003).
Another author of note is Akin Mabogunje, who is considered to be the founder 
of migration systems theory. This geographer paid special attention to rural-to-urban 
migrations on the African continent. According to his theory, migration not only changes 
the life of migrants but it also transforms the area of origin and the area of destination, 
creating a strong link between them. The system which subsequently arises will stimu-
late further migration, separately from the initial causes of the population movement, 
which, in Mabogunje’s opinion, explains why certain North African cities are closely 
linked to certain villages (Mabogunje 1970).
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Neither the ‘Harris-Todaro model’ nor Mabogunje’s system theory have been tested 
in the context of Casablanca. In general, we can observe a negligence of the case of 
Casablanca, when it comes to explorations in the field of migration studies. Although 
several publications in the last decades have been dedicated to Morocco’s internal 
migration, few contributions concentrated solely on Casablanca, the city which attracted 
after all the majority of the country’s rural-to-urban migrants (Escallier 1980; 1981). 
André Adam investigated the integration process of Berber migrants in Dar el Beida but 
he did not pay much attention to the Berber’s places of origin, the numbers in which 
they came and the reasons for migration (Adam 1973). Both Moussa Kerzazi and Kha-
lid Benabdeljalil dedicated their PhD theses to internal migration in Morocco, however, 
neither author was particularly concerned about Casablanca and neither utilized a his-
torical approach to the population movements on Moroccan soil (Benabdeljalil 1984; 
Kerzazi 2003). The Dutch geographer Wout Lentjes has also contributed to the explora-
tion of rural-to-urban migrations in Morocco and although he considered Casablanca as 
a primate city and the center of attraction of the largest part of the Moroccan country 
dwellers, he did not highlight Casablanca as a special case (Lentjes 1981).
Historical contributions to the twentieth century development of Dar el Beida are 
also scarce. Few authors have concentrated on the past of the metropolis, which is 
often considered as a city without history. Again, the French sociologist André Adam 
is an exception, dedicating several publications to the historical evolution of Casa-
blanca (Adam, 1950; 1968a; 1968b; 1969; 1973). In addition, Garret Pascal and Mostafa 
Nachoui have written equally interesting contributions about Casablanca’s recent past 
(Nachoui 1994; 1998; Pascal 2002; 2006). In the 1980’s, Nabil Rochd paid attention to 
Casablanca’s population growth from a geographic point of view (Rochd 1988). His 
PhD thesis remained, however, unpublished. The same is true for the dissertations 
of Abdelmajid Ferrad and Nejmi El-Houssine, who deal, respectively, with the French 
housing policy in Casablanca during the protectorate and the social transformations 
which took place as a consequence of Dar el Beida’s sustained and explosive popula-
tion growth (Ferrad 1998; El Houssine 2004). For the industrial development of Casa-
blanca, one can rely on the publications of Abdelkader Kaioua and Abdel el Makhloufi 
(Kaioua 1992; 1996; 2005; Makhloufi 2001). For those scholars who are interested in 
the economic activities of Casablanca’s urban-in migrants the dissertation of Mohamed 
Laoudi is highly recommended (Laoudi 2001). Finally, the architectural history of Jean-
Louis Cohen and Monique Eleb is worth mentioning as it presents a broad view of the 
city’s past and the book includes a bibliography of archives and sources about Casa-
blanca’s past and present (Cohen & Eleb 2002).
The issues
Today Casablanca counts more than three million inhabitants and belongs to the larg-
est cities of the African continent. It is a center of human activity and international 
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trade and commerce, a place of economic development and modernity. Yet it is also a 
spot of misery and lost hopes, as many slum habitants, who once left the countryside 
with great expectations, have failed to profi t from the city’s economic development and 
return migration does not seem to be a real option. The gap between rich and poor 
has widened and as exclusive residential neighborhoods were located next to shanty 
towns, social tensions were inescapable. Today’s great social-economic differences are 
the result of the historical transformations Casablanca underwent during the twentieth 
century. The continuous fl ow of country dwellers to Morocco’s primate city seems to 
have brought these social-economic differences within Casablanca to a head.
The issues we will consider in this work are of great relevance today, as rural-to-
urban migration causes immense trouble for human development in Morocco. Neither 
the problems in the countryside are solved, nor is there a real solution for the social-econ-
omic challenges emanating from Casablanca’s shantytowns. Although several state and 
intergovernmental projects have been established, aimed at erasing Morocco’s slums, 
still some 75,000 households lived in Casablanca’s shantytowns in 2005. That amounts 
to about a quarter of the city’s population and, according to Fadoua Ghannam, these 
numbers are climbing as hundreds of new slum dwellings appear in Dar el Beida every 
day (Ghannam 2005). In the past, government programs, which helped to provide a 
decent residence for inhabitants of shanty towns, did not solve the problem. The people 
involved in these programs simply sold their slums to new migrants from the country-
side (Pfeiffer, 2006). As destruction of hovels by the state increases so does the number 
of homeless people. To cope with the situation it is necessary to reduce the influx of rural 
migrants. Today, however, we are still no further in understanding why migrants con-
tinue to arrive in Casablanca, in spite of the fact that a large part of the city’s population 
is already unemployed and thousands of citizens do not possess a decent dwelling.
If the Moroccan government wants to erase the slums without creating even greater 
problems, insight into the causes of the ongoing migration is essential. This study tries 
to increase this insight by exploring the process from a historical point of view. In addi-
tion, the research project tries to spur on scholars and politicians alike to focus more 
on Casablanca in relation to migration issues on Moroccan soil. There is not only a 
negligence of the case of Casablanca in the literature on migration but also in govern-
mental programs aimed at erasing Morocco’s shantytowns. As Casablanca formed the 
centre of attraction for rural migrants throughout the twentieth century and some half 
a million of the town’s habitants appear to live in slums, Dar el Beida surely deserves 
more attention.
There is yet another, perhaps even more urgent reason to focus on migration from 
the Moroccan countryside to Casablanca. The city’s shantytowns, which resulted from 
the ongoing rural-to-urban migration process, not only cause misery, poverty and phys-
ical and mental danger to their habitants, they also seem to create a serious security 
problem. Recently, a link between life in the slums and Islamic terrorism has been laid. 
The shanty towns appear to be a breeding ground for Muslim fundamentalists. In Le 
Monde Diplomatique, Selma Belaala summarized the problem in her article ‘A new 
kind of Fundamentalism – Morocco: slums breed jihad’: ‘In Morocco violent jihadist 
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organizations have emerged over the past few years in shanty towns on the edges of 
cities, inhabited by the despised and forgotten migrants from the countryside. They are 
creating the conditions for a rebellion born of despair.’ (Belaala 2004)
While in the 1990s Algeria faced a civil war because of Islamist terrorism, Morocco 
stayed for a long time relatively untouched by fundamentalism, with no major terror-
istic attacks occurring until the end of the twentieth century. However, in the new mil-
lennium a caesura is observable, as Salafist sects, who propagate jihad on the admin-
istration of Muslim countries, are growing. In 2003 and 2007 these fundamentalist 
groups – believed to be connected to Al Qaeda – launched several bomb attacks in 
Casablanca. As all the attackers originated from the city’s shanty towns, it is easy to 
make the link between the desperate life in Casablanca’s slums and Islamist terrorism. 
In Sidi Moumen, the city quarter where the majority of Casablanca’s bomb attackers 
lived, a local resident underlined this point of view to a journalist from Magharebia: 
‘If certain extremist ideas have taken root easily in our neighborhood, it is because 
disillusioned, very poor and pessimistic young people are to be found here’ (Benmehdi 
2007). Another reason can be found in the fact that slum dwellers are, in general, only 
poorly educated. This exposes these people to an increased risk of becoming victims of 
extremist organizations. Last, but not least, the slum dwellers form a segregated part of 
society as they originate from the countryside and are not integrated into urban society. 
Such marginalization inclines them towards violence. Many inhabitants of Casablanca 
look down on slum dwellers and their way of life. Often they are not even considered 
as fellow-Moroccans. Consequently, a culture of poverty has arisen, in the sense that 
the famous anthropologist Oscar Lewis formulated it originally (Lewis 1966a; 1966b). 
In sum, misery, lost hopes, low education and marginalization make slum dwellers vul-
nerable and open to Islamist fundamentalism. It is, therefore, imperative that the influx 
of new country dwellers is curtailed (further). However, this will be impossible unless 
the Moroccan government tackles the roots of the problem. To be able to do this more 
knowledge about the causes of ongoing migration from the countryside to Casablanca 
is necessary. This study aims to increase this knowledge.
Sources and methods
This monograph relies on three different types of sources: 1) secondary literature, 2) 
statistical accounts and 3) interviews with rural migrants who ended up in Casablan-
ca’s shantytowns. A wide range of literature is used to sketch the historical, demo-
graphic and geographic context in which migration from rural Morocco to Casablanca 
took place. It concerns books and articles but also conference papers and unpublished 
PhD theses written by scholars from different disciplines: historians, sociologists, geog-
raphers, demographers and economists. Some of the works listed in the bibliography 
of this book are well distributed around the globe; others are rare and require extraor-
dinary efforts in order to get hold of a copy.
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The whole process of gathering the right literature is obstructed by the fact that 
PhD theses in Morocco and France cannot be borrowed from libraries and a maximum 
of twenty pages of a doctoral thesis may be copied without the authorisation of the 
author. To my amazement, not every scholar was willing to grant such permission. 
Worse still, many rare library books in Morocco have become lost and thus can no 
longer be consulted on the spot. This is a consequence of the library regulations, which 
seem to deter rather than encourage students and researchers from reading and also 
spur on egoistic souls to steal these books. Buying the relevant works is not feasible 
as they are no longer in press. Searching in antiquarian bookstores, by contrast, is like 
looking for a needle in a haystack, since Moroccan antiquarians have not yet started to 
make online inventories of available publications. All these complications have made 
the literature study on this topic extremely complicated. Since this book summarizes 
crucial information from many scarce studies, I hope this publication will help to make 
the knowledge from these works accessible to a broader readership.
The first chapter of this book, which is intended to make the reader familiar with 
migration theory and the history of rural-to-urban migration and urbanization, relies 
almost completely on secondary literature. The same is more or less true for the second 
chapter, in which a short overview of Casablanca’s twentieth century history is pre-
sented, as far as it concerns our own topic of research. Chapter three, which deals with 
the demographic evolution of Dar el Beida is supplemented with important statistics 
on migration, urbanization, total population growth, fertility and mortality. In chapter 
four the tide is turned, as statistics become the main evidence of the structural analysis 
of the rural-to-urban migration process in consideration. This part of the research relies 
on quantitative data on a wide range of subjects such as life expectancy, mortality, illit-
eracy, living and housing conditions, the composition of the working population, living 
costs, agricultural production and the distribution of farmland. In order to explain why 
massive rural-to-urban migration occurred mainly in the direction of Casablanca, we 
have compared the standard of living, the availability of services and the possibilities 
for social-economic upward mobility between rural and urban Morocco on the one 
hand and between Casablanca and other cities on the other hand.
The statistics on which these comparisons are based originate largely from popula-
tion censuses, (demographic) surveys and other publications from government ser-
vices and research institutes such as the Direction de la Statistique and the Centre 
d’Études et de Recherches Démographique in Rabat. Many of the statistics presented 
in this book, I have gathered myself in these institutions during my stay in Morocco. 
Finally, I also derived statistics from the work of other scholars. This is particularly 
true for older statistics that were somewhat difficult to retrieve. Moreover, in Morocco 
– like elsewhere in the world – librarians and archivists charged with the preserva-
tion and disposition of statistical accounts often seem unaware of the value of older 
data series for the historian. Many older quantitative sources are simply thrown away 
by unsuspecting staff members of libraries of research institutions and government 
services, as these people were convinced that these sources had become useless with 
the time.
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Notwithstanding the fact that much money, time and energy has been spent to 
produce the quantitative sources this work relies on, it is clear that most statistics are 
not wholly reliable, in the sense that they are not exact. Although under-registration of 
demographic events is a world wide problem – irregular migration, for instance, leads 
to an underestimation of population movements everywhere – in the case of twentieth 
century Morocco we have to treat the population statistics with some extra circumspec-
tion (Koser 2007). This is a consequence of the fact that during the larger part of the 
period in consideration, public administration was in its infancy. Before the protector-
ate, the Sultan controlled only a part of Morocco, the so-called bled el-Makhzen. The 
tribes who lived in the bled el-Siba, including large parts of the Rif region, the Atlas 
Mountains and the Sahara were not living under his control. What occurred in these 
regions of ‘institutionalized dissidence’ was only partially known to the Sultan and 
certainly not systematically registered (Gellner 2006; Hoffman 1967; Seddon 1981). 
Moreover, the sultan had never really developed a system of public administration. 
Quite the opposite is true, as illustrated by the fact that relatively few sources of the 
national history are preserved in Morocco.1 It is even claimed that the sultan had one 
public servant at his disposal who was charged with the destruction of all his cor-
respondence, as he found the preservation of all kind of written sources too suspect 
(Obdeijn, De Mas & Hermans 2002). In this context, births, marriages and burials were 
not systematically registered in pre-colonial times. There were no population censuses 
carried out either. In the absence of such sources of information, the sultan could only 
guess at who was living in his empire.
With the arrival of the French important change occurred. Gradually even the most 
remote corners of the Moroccan sultanate were brought under government control. 
Equally, great efforts were made to create a modern information system in French 
Morocco. However, when it comes to population statistics, the sources created were 
far from perfect. Although the French occupier surely had the know-how to conduct 
high quality population censuses and to maintain a modern population register and a 
trustworthy vital registration of births, marriages and deaths, the results were some-
what disappointing. The dénombrements which were held during the protectorate 
contained only very superficial information and some were absolutely unreliable.2 
This was the result of planning mistakes and resistance from the local population 
(Noin 1970). After all, it was only in 1936 that the bloody war of ‘pacification’ was 
ended and all tribes were brought under government control (Rivet 2004). As a con-
sequence, the population living in the regions of resistance could only be estimated 
for the dénombrements of 1921, 1926 and 1931 (Heinemeijer 1960). Nevertheless, 
this was surely not the only reason why censuses were inaccurate. In 1947, when the 
French had controlled even the most remote corner of their own zone for already more 
than a decade, a census was held that, retrospectively, is completely unreliable (Adam 
1968b; Noin 1970).
Equally, the Moroccan l’état civil was far from perfect. In fact, only the vital regis-
tration of births, marriages and deaths of Europeans and, to a lesser degree, of Jews 
was realized, as the registration of these life-time events was not made compulsory for 
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Moroccan Muslims before 1950 (Royaume du Maroc 1960). However, even from this 
point onwards the Moroccan l’état civil is a source which must be treated with great 
caution (Royaume du Maroc 1986; 1993). Until today, Berber tribes living in the Middle 
Atlas, still refuse en masse to sign marriage certificates; they still marry in a traditional 
ceremony without any legal basis (Venema & Bakker 2004). Consequently, nuptiality 
is considerably underestimated. The problems are, however, even more far-reaching as 
the registration of the children of parents without a marriage certificate seldom occurs 
due to the extra complicating bureaucratic problems involved. Hence, vital registration 
is considerably biased.
However, under-registration is not the only reason why the l’etat civil is an unsuit-
able source for scientific research. Serious problems are also caused by the fact that 
data management by the Moroccan government is poorly developed. Anyone who has 
ever applied for some official documents at a Moroccan arrondissement will surely con-
firm this. Even today, the Moroccan administration is filled with immeasurable-looking 
stores of handwritten files, which are organized in a rather ‘pre-modern’ way. It is not 
uncommon, therefore, for the civil servant behind the desk to conclude that your birth 
or marriage certificate is missing or that you are not registered at the address where 
you actually reside, even though you have lived there from the moment you were born 
and you know that this has been registered in the past. These are the clear signs of 
the administration’s inability to maintain such information systems. Indeed, to date no 
real population register has been developed. However, the Moroccan government was, 
from early on, aware of the deficiencies in the information system. Therefore, the Direc-
tion de la Statistique and the Centre d’Etudes et de Recherches Démographique started 
to work with demographic surveys. These surveys contain important information on 
Morocco’s post-colonial demographic development. They even contain information 
that we do not possess for historical Europe. This is especially true for issues related to 
fertility, like the desired number of children and the methods applied in order to realize 
modern family planning.
Demographic surveys, in combination with the high quality population censuses of 
1960, 1971, 1982, 1994 and 2004 allow for the presentation of a much more accurate 
picture of the demographic development of post-colonial Morocco than was possible 
during the protectorate. It is for this reason that in this monograph we rely as much as 
possible on these sources of information. Nevertheless, still today, shantytowns and the 
so-called habitat clandestin may cause declinations in population statistics and, since 
these types of housing are still growing in urban Morocco as a consequence of housing 
shortages, some kind of uncertainty remains (Benlahcen Tlemçani & Missamou 2009). 
It is largely because of this that so many conflicting figures regarding the size of the 
population living in Casablanca’s shantytowns have been found. Uncertainty is also 
caused by undocumented international migration. Those who head for Europe without 
a visa are usually still registered as living at the same residence in Morocco that they 
did before they left the country. On the other hand, under-registration is caused by the 
hundreds of thousands of sub-Saharan Africans who settle without official documents 
more or less permanently in Morocco (De Haas 2008a). In their unsuccessful attempts 
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to reach Europe, these migrants become stuck between the Sahara and the Mediterra-
nean. Their presence in Morocco stays largely undocumented (Schapendonk 2008).
The inaccuracies in the quantitative sources are clear. Unfortunately, however, there 
are no better statistics available on Morocco’s twentieth century demographic realities 
than those considered above. For this reason, we must live with the fact of incomplete 
data. Nevertheless, be assured that the statistics presented in this book do not distort 
the picture of historical reality too much. When it comes to population statistics, in fact, 
the opposite is true, since there are serious reasons to believe that Casablanca’s urban 
in-migration and, consequently, the city’s population size are rather under- than over-
estimated. After all, in a metropolis that struggles with shantytowns, illegal habitation 
and hundreds of thousands migrants, the chance of overlooking somebody seems far 
more likely than counting somebody twice. In this sense, accurate figures would have 
underlined even more the impressiveness of the demographic developments consid-
ered in this monograph. However, for the structural analyses of the causes of rural-to-
urban migration in the direction of Dar el Beida, an under-estimation of (some of the) 
figures for Casablanca could have caused a biased view.3 I believe, however, that this 
is not the case as most of the statistics presented in this chapter originate from surveys 
and high-quality censuses from the post-colonial era, which are far less inaccurate in 
this respect.
The third pillar of this study is formed by ten interviews with rural migrants who 
settled down in Casablanca’s shantytowns. This part of the monograph, which analy-
ses the experiences of migrants on the micro-level, is based on oral history methods. 
Ever since the 1960’s, oral history has been extending its spheres of activity. In this 
respect, the field of migration history has not stayed untouched. In the Netherlands, for 
instance, an oral history appeared under the title ‘Heimat in Holland’, about German 
life-cycle servants in the Netherlands during the twentieth century. In this impressive 
study, Barbara Henkes (1995) analyzed, amongst others, why these female migrants 
had decided to come to the Netherlands, how they were viewed and treated by the 
Dutch population and how the Second World War changed their position within soci-
ety. In this way, an extensive picture of migration was presented. However, already 
before Henkes’ work was published, interesting migration studies on the basis of inter-
views had appeared. With her work on Turkish social workers in Germany and the 
Netherlands, Helma Lutz (1991) was the first to focus on an oral history research on 
migrant women (Leydesdorff 2004). Ever since, this field of research has extended 
impressively and this has turned out to be a method of analyzing the history of female 
migrants most thoroughly. Although the women in consideration may have left no writ-
ten sources, their experiences can be analyzed as they can be interviewed about their 
whole personal life course (Kopijn 2005). That is also the reason for the decision to 
rely, in part, on interviews for this work. Moreover, Moroccan rural-to-urban migrants 
have left few written sources; this is even truer for those who ended up in slums, the 
category we choose to interview.
The reason for choosing interviewees from Casablanca’s shantytowns originates 
from the aim to explain the strange phenomenon of ongoing migration at the moment 
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the demand for labour ceased and a great housing shortage arose. By interviewing slum 
habitants who originated from the countryside we may get a better insight into the 
backdrops of the ‘unhealthy’ pace at which Casablanca grew during the latter part of 
the twentieth century. Rural-to-urban migrants, who ended up in the slums are people, 
who at least at first sight, seem to have taken an illogical decision by leaving their natal 
village, as Casablanca could offer them neither a good job, nor a decent living accom-
modation. We want to know why these people headed for Casablanca at a time when 
migration was not coupled automatically with social upward mobility. Their decision 
to head for and stay in Dar el Beida forms the main reason why Casablanca grew at an 
unstoppable pace. What were the reasons that these migrants took this decision and 
were their decisions logical in the light of the actual situation in the place of origin and 
place of settlement?
At this juncture, it is appropriate to deal briefly with some important advantages 
and disadvantages related to the use of oral history. One important advantage is the 
fact that the interviewer can ask at every possible moment during an interview for 
extra information and that he can have several conversations with the same person. 
This allows the researcher to investigate his subject thoroughly and to trace important 
information, which probably would not have been revealed with a simple query sheet 
(Leydesdorff 2004). Equally, it is possible to examine whether the interviewee under-
stood the questions in the right way. In addition, the interviewer can ask additional 
questions on the basis of the response of the interviewee. Finally, a talented interviewer 
can reduce the incidence of non-responses in a way that is simply not possible with 
surveys.
However, since conducting and transcribing interviews are time consuming activi-
ties, the number of persons the researcher can question is highly limited. This, of 
course, gives rise to the question of how representative the interviews are. This prob-
lem is acknowledged, but I remain convinced that the interviews are representative for 
this category of rural-to-urban migrants, in the sense that most of Casablanca’s slum 
dwellers with a rural background will identify themselves in the stories told by their 
fellow sufferers. In fact, conversations were held with a much larger number of rural-
to-urban migrants in diverse shantytowns of Casablanca but because of the limited 
time available only ten interviews were written up. It was essential that the interviews 
be transcribed thoroughly, as this allows for an assessment of the reliability of this oral 
history. Finally, the interviews in consideration are, of course, not representative for the 
experiences of other categories of rural-to-urban migrants in Casablanca. Those who 
found their way to the relative luxury of places such as the ville nouvelle or even Polo 
will have, for sure, other interesting life stories to tell which differ completely from the 
ones we present in this study.
In sum, three levels of analysis are taken into account in this monograph. On the 
micro-level, the intentions, expectations and actions of individual migrants are ana-
lyzed on the basis of interviews, which are transcribed entirely. On the meso-level the 
spatial imbalances between urban and rural Morocco and between Casablanca and 
other Moroccan cities are analyzed. This happened largely on the basis of quantitative 
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data from surveys and population censuses. Finally, on the macro-level, the effects of 
global processes such as colonization and the dispersion of capitalism on the evolution 
of spatial imbalances are considered.
Limitations of this study
It would be inaccurate to pretend that this study presents an all-embracing picture 
of the causes and consequences of migration towards Casablanca and all its related 
issues. This study, for instance, will not give a detailed description of the different mi-
gration streams to Casablanca and their diverse origins. Instead, it treats the Moroccan 
countryside as one great reservoir of migrants, through which the idea arises that there 
is just one migration stream. However, on a lower level of aggregation, many different 
fl ows of migrants can be traced, with one fi nal destination: Casablanca.
Moreover, no attention is paid to emigration and return migration. Of course, this 
does not mean that it is supposed that urban-to-rural migration did not exist or that 
migration was a question of one-way traffic in the direction of Dar el Beida. Rather, the 
contrary is the case, as the findings of a recent paper by Embarek Bouchehboun con-
firm. On the basis of the population census of 2004, he demonstrated that in the recent 
past thousands of migrants have made their way from Casablanca to the adjacent 
Chaouia Ouardigha region. However, Casablanca’s population is still growing. This is, 
apart from natural population growth, the result of a positive migration balance. The 
stream of migrants in the direction of Dar el Beida is many times larger than its counter 
stream (Bouchehboun 2009).
A decision was also taken to pay no special attention to the characteristics of the 
migrants involved in this study (sex, age, education, profession, marital status), the 
social mobility they experienced upon their arrival, their marriage and fertility behav-
ior, as well as their mortality. In order to make any well-founded judgments about the 
paths of integration of rural-to-urban migrants in Casablanca, these and other related 
topics require further research. These issues are, however, out of the scope of this 
monograph. This study limits itself to the question how it was possible that the coastal 
settlement of Casablanca developed during the twentieth century from a small and 
relatively unimportant coastal settlement into the largest metropolis of the Maghreb. 
Nevertheless, I cherish the hope that this study may spur on scholars to do further 
research on the processes and issues related to urban in-migration in Casablanca. I 
hope in particular, that this study may inspire other scholars to do more research on the 
lowest classes of Morocco’s society: slum dwellers, homeless persons and vagabonds. 
To date, they have no place in the mainstream history of Morocco and their voice is 
seldom heard outside of the song texts of the mythic music group of Nass el Ghiwane. 
To a certain degree, they are even forced into silence by the government. Oral history is 
a good instrument to break their silence and to incorporate their fate into the national 
historiography (Thompson 2000). It is, at the same time, a way of making the world 
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aware of the fact that even today hundreds of thousands of forgotten Moroccans lack 
all kind of basic needs.
Casablanca’s  X ville nouvelle looks like a modern European city.
1 The Mystery of Persistent 
Rural-to-Urban Migration
“Rural-Urban migration is a human response to the geography of uneven development.” (Pa-
cione 2005:485).
Michael Pacione
“Inequalities in the pattern and process of development provide the back-drop against which a 
great deal of migration involving the Third World can be viewed.” (Parnwell 1993:73)
Mike Parnwell
1.1 Deﬁ ning, classifying and explaining migration
As the fi eld of migration history has grown, the practical defi nitions of migration seem 
to have broadened. For instance, the unfree movements of migrants were not previ-
ously covered by migration history and historians implicitly or explicitly excluded these 
forms of mobility from their analyses and defi nitions (Lucassen & Lucassen 1997). In 
addition, historians studied only migrations between municipalities, provinces, states 
and other political entities, as movements within villages and cities were hard to in-
vestigate, due to a lack of registration. Notwithstanding these and other limitations, a 
broad theoretical defi nition of migration circulated as early as the 1960s and sociolo-
gists were already defi ning migration then, as ‘a permanent or semi-permanent change 
of residence’ (Lee 1966). Jan and Leo Lucassen have recommended that migration 
historians adopt this broad defi nition, which I will elucidate upon here (Lucassen & 
Lucassen 1997).
Migration is not equal to mobility, although some kind of mobility is always implicit 
in migration. It would be wrong to define migration as ‘the movement of people over 
shorter or longer distances’, for this definition would include all kind of movements 
that do not lead to a change of residence. People move daily over shorter or longer 
distances; they go to school or to their work; they go shopping, visit friends and so on. 
All these kinds of spatial modifications are not treated as migration, as they belong to 
the weekly movement cycle. The American geographer Curtis Roseman explains the 
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difference between this type of mobility and migration as follows: ‘Most reciprocal 
movements are repeated frequently, often at regular intervals, whereas migrations are 
less frequent and tend to be related to such episodic events as marriage, graduation, 
and retirement’ (Roseman 1971:590). Other movements, which are less frequent, like 
excursions, journeys and pilgrimages are, for the same reason, not treated as migra-
tion. ‘Migration is at least a residential movement in space’ (Roseman 1970:590). Yet, 
itinerancy, which implies permanent mobility and a constant change of residence, is 
also not treated as migration, as it lacks both a departure and a destination. Migration, 
by contrast, has a clear beginning and end (Hoerder 2002:14).
It is possible to classify different types of migration in accordance with the distance, 
direction, the intended duration, the aims and the juridical nature of the move. In this 
way, we discern short distance or local migration from long distance migration. Local 
migration encompasses, for instance, the move of a bride from her parental home to 
the house of the groom in the adjacent municipality, but also the move of a farm hand 
to the house of his employer in a nearby village. In short distance moves, the ties 
with the place of origin are usually kept intact. In long distance migration this is often 
impossible, particularly in past societies, in which modern means of transport, like 
cars, buses, trains and airplanes did not exist (Kok 2010). Another well-known distinc-
tion in migration literature is that between internal and external or international migra-
tion. In contrast with internal migrants, international migrants cross state borders. 
Internal migration covers all forms of population movements within a country, whereas 
international migration encompasses all population movements between countries and 
continents (Matthijs 2009).4
When it comes to the direction of migration, several other distinctions are traced 
in the literature concerning population movements. The trek of country dwellers to 
cities is called rural-to-urban migration. The opposite motion is known as urban-
to-rural migration. Urban-to-urban migrations are residential moves between cities, 
whereas rural-to-rural migration encompasses all those population movements that 
take place within the countryside. In addition, scholars identify periphery-to-core and 
core-to-periphery migration. The former includes all population movements from the 
less developed regions to the most developed regions of an area, while the latter indi-
cates the opposite migration process.
Another widely used distinction is that between temporal and permanent migration. 
Temporal migration encompasses circular movements, which implicate by definition 
that return migration, i.e. the counter movement in the direction of the place of origin, 
will occur one day. In this category of population movements we trace seasonal migra-
tion, which primarily concerns farmers, who because of temporal un- or underemploy-
ment, work part of the year in other regions. They return home for harvesting and 
sowing. Today, another category of seasonal migrants is formed by elderly people, who 
swap places during their retirement according to the seasons of the year. The so-called 
‘snowbirds’ of the United States, for instance, spend the winter in a southern state, 
whereas they move ‘home’ in the Spring to their northern state of origin (McHugh & 
Mings 1996). Permanent migration encompasses all moves where the migrants have no 
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intention of returning to their place of origin. These kinds of migrations are accompa-
nied by huge investments in becoming established in the new location (Parnwell 1993). 
Step migration refers to a migratory process that is divided by different semi-permanent 
stops. Step migrants settle for shorter periods at various places before reaching their 
final destination. When it comes to rural-to-urban migration in developing countries, 
step migrants often start their migration process in a small village, call in at different 
minor cities and settle ultimately in the capital city of the country (Parnwell 1993).
With respect to the intentions of migrants, a line can be drawn between innovat-
ing and conservative migration. Innovative migration results from the propensity of 
people to improve their situation in life, while a conservative movement can be seen 
as a reaction to changing circumstances. Conservative migration is necessary to retain 
one’s standard of living; it entails no higher purposes (Petersen 1958). Furthermore, 
we can make a distinction between free and forced migration. Forced migration is often 
caused by war, civil conflicts, persecution, natural disasters and hunger and is more or 
less equal to refugee migration. Other well-known, intention-based, sub-categories of 
migration are labor and marriage migration. Furthermore, career migration is treated as 
a distinct category of migration. In this modern individual form of residential behavior, 
migrants follow the dynamics of business companies or (state) organizations in order 
to improve their own careers (Kok 2010). From a juridical point of view, we can make a 
distinction between regular and irregular migration. Irregular migration is, in contrast 
with regular migration, not registered by the state authorities and is illegal. Irregular 
migration occurs when migration laws hamper population movements.
We can trace an entirely different classification of types of migrations in the work 
of the economic historian Patrick Manning. His approach compares human migration 
with the migration processes of birds, mammals, insects, fishes and other non-human 
organisms (Manning 2006). According to this specialist in the field of World History 
we can make a distinction between the following forms of migration: 1) home-commu-
nity mobility; 2) population movements related to colonization; 3) whole-community 
migration; and 4) cross-community migration. If we are to believe Manning, only cross-
community migration is a form of migration, which is found more or less exclusively 
among humans, through the existence of language. It is only in this form of migration 
that individuals and groups cross language barriers and start becoming part of other 
existing (linguistic) communities. This kind of behavior is viewed as being the most 
innovative, since it brings about the exchange and creation of knowledge and ideas 
between separate communities. At the same time, however, cross-community migra-
tion is the most demanding form of migration, since other kinds of residential moves 
do not require migrants to study a new language and to adapt to other customs as they 
stay within their own group. According to Manning, this typology of human migration 
is applicable to all world regions and all periods in human history.
While diverging and conflicting definitions and classifications of migrations have 
led to heated discussions among scholars in the past, even less consensus exists about 
the question why migration takes place. During the twentieth century, various para-
digms arose. Adherents to these paradigms perceived population movements differently 
30 | The Mystery of Persistent Rural-to-Urban Migration
as they had diverse academic backgrounds, studied different migratory processes on 
varied scales (intra-urban, inter-urban, rural-urban, interregional and international), 
handled dissimilar presuppositions and studied migration processes on various levels 
of aggregation (Lee 1966; Dorigo & Tobler 1983). At this juncture, we will consider 
briefly some of the most influential paradigms in the field of migration studies.
Followers of the neo-classical equilibrium theory believe that migration results from 
regional differences in the supply and demand for labor. From the macro-perspective, 
population movements take place between regions with a surplus of labor and regions 
with a labor shortage (Massey et al. 1993). In areas with a surplus of labor, wage levels 
are low. In areas where there is a shortage, earnings are high. As people move from 
these low wage areas to high wage regions, in order to improve their quality of life, 
the supply and demand for labor will gradually reach equilibrium. Wage levels will 
balance and migration will eventually disappear as the incentive to move drifts away. 
From a micro-perspective, neoclassical migration theory treats population movements 
as the deliberate decision of rational, free individuals, who try to improve their quality 
of life and move accordingly to places where they can be most productive, consciously 
calculating the net profits of migration (Massey et al. 1993). Adherents of neoclassical 
migration theory, such as Todaro and Harris, consider rural-to-urban migration as an 
intrinsic part of the entire development process, in which the surplus of agricultural 
laborers from the countryside constitutes the required labor supply for the new urban 
industrial sectors of the economy (De Haas 2003).
The new economics of migration challenges many of the presuppositions and insights 
of the neoclassical approach. According to the supporters of this paradigm, migration 
decisions are not, as neo-classical scholars argue, individually taken. Relatives play an 
important role when it comes to migration, for families are able to spread risks in order 
to secure the material well-being of all the members of a family (Ritchey 1976). Individ-
uals migrate to earn a living elsewhere and contribute to the household budget by send-
ing remittances home. This seems to be especially true for developing countries, where 
migration substitutes an absent or defunct social security system (Massey et al. 1993). 
The phenomenon of remittances cannot be explained by neoclassical theories (De Haas 
2003). According to the new economics of migration, if we want to understand migra-
tion we should focus on families or households, rather than individuals, as their deci-
sions have been discussed in a wider network of relatives (Hoerder 2002; Kok 2010).
Chain and network theories also give weight to the influence of family members 
on migration, yet from another point of view. According to this approach, population 
movements start with some pioneers, who settle in a new region and send informa-
tion to families and friends, who subsequently decide to move to the new area as well. 
The pioneers often help their followers to find employment, a place to live and other 
essentials necessary for survival in the new environment. In the words of the Dutch 
geographer Hein de Haas: ‘...the already settled migrants function as ‘beachheads’, 
reducing the risks as well as material and psychological costs of subsequent migration’ 
(De Haas 2003:32). Family reunification can be considered as a special category of 
chain migration. This is when the head of the family – usually the father – migrates to 
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a new location and once he has found a job and an accommodation, providing security 
for his family, his wife and children follow him to the new environment. Chain and 
network theorists believe that neoclassical approaches are only able to explain the ini-
tiation of migrant flows. The causes for ongoing migration can be found in the network 
of personal ties between the area of origin and the area of destination.
Migration system theories bear some resemblance to chain and network theories. 
Followers of this approach also argue that initial causes of migration should be sepa-
rated from the causes of ongoing migration flows. However, migration system theorists 
believe that migration does not only change the life of migrants but that it also trans-
forms the area of origin and the area of destination and links them together (Mabo-
gunje 1970). The system, which arises in the form of things such as the economic, 
cultural and political exchange between two geographic scopes, ensures that migration 
(between these areas) will continue, even if the initial causes of the population move-
ment have faded away (De Haas 2003).
According to the supporters of historical-structuralist theories, migration is a reac-
tion to uneven development. It is caused by political and economic systems as they 
redistribute inequalities among world regions, countries, provinces, municipalities, but 
also among nations, communities and individuals. In this paradigm, colonialism and 
capitalism are often regarded as the great driving forces behind asymmetric growth (De 
Haas 2003). In this sense, historical-structuralist theories have clear roots in Marxism 
and the ideas of Fernand Braudel regarding the dispersion of capitalism. Gunder Frank 
argued, for example, that the penetration of capitalism in the developing world caused 
the ‘development of underdevelopment’ (Frank 1966). According to Emanuel Waller-
stein (1974; 1980) migration can be explained on the basis of the integration of regions 
in the so-called World System. During this process all kinds of resources, including the 
most productive and intelligent human beings (the brain drain effect) are transferred 
from the peripheral regions to the core of the capitalistic system. Historical-structuralist 
theorists of migration are criticized, primarily, for their deterministic view of residential 
mobility, leaving no room for free choices by individual migrants.
For decades, the so-called push-pull model was very popular among all kinds of 
scholars of migration, especially among geographers. The original framework goes 
back to an influential article in one of the first editions of the journal Demography, in 
which Everett Lee revised Ernest Ravenstein’s famous ‘Laws of Migration’. Ravenstein 
is widely recognized as being the first migration theorist ever. According to Lee, the 
decision to migrate is determined by four variables: factors associated with the area or 
origin; factors associated with the area of destination; intervening obstacles and per-
sonal factors (Lee 1966). However, in practice the push-pull model has been interpreted 
as a model that explains migrations on the basis of the relative attraction or repugnance 
of geographical units. In this reasoning, population movements are the outcome of the 
sum of forces that push people away from some regions, while other forces pull them 
to stay or to move. It is against this background that antagonists of the push-pull model 
posit that the framework does not explain why certain people move from region A to 
region B, while others stay where they are. Pooley and Turnbull, for instance, have 
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replaced the push-pull framework with a model of constraints and choices, reiterat-
ing the importance of personal decisions in the migration process (Pooley & Turnbull 
1998; Kok 2002). The German sociologist Georg Kneer argues, however, for handling 
the push-pull model from a more constructivist (as opposed to a positivist) point of 
view. In Kneer’s opinion, every individual in society – consciously or subconsciously 
– employs the push-pull model when it comes to migration issues. That said, individu-
als may reach conflicting conclusions by using the same framework of observation 
because not everybody perceives reality in the same way. In Kneer’s eyes, it is the 
task of the migration scholar to observe observers and to explore how these observers 
come to their conclusions (Kneer 1996). He argues that the decision-making process of 
migrants should be analyzed on the basis of the push-pull framework.
Finally, we must mention Wilbur’s Zelinsky’s mobility transition theory. According 
to Zelinsky, changes in the level and the direction of mobility went hand-in-hand with 
the demographic transition, which describes and explains the development of fertility 
and mortality at various stages. At the same time, the hypothesis of the mobility transi-
tion supposes a strong link between modernization and the size and frequency of migra-
tions through time and space: ‘There are definite, patterned regularities in the growth 
of personal mobility through space-time during recent history, and these regularities 
comprise an essential component of the modernization process’ (Zelinsky 1971:221-
222). The gradual shift from an immobile to a highly mobile age was, simultaneously, 
a move to more freedom. This was made possible by modernization of the economy, 
cultural and social changes, political renewal and technical inventions, which improved 
transport and communication enormously. Although Zelinsky does not state it literally, 
in his eyes, the Industrial Revolution seems to have opened the way for high mobility. 
This is reflected in the work of adherents of mobility transition theory who have focused 
heavily on migrations in the Atlantic World during the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
tury. In Zelinsky’s view, rural-to-urban migration is the result of early industrialization 
and transformations in the countryside: ‘Rapid growth in rural population, changes in 
agricultural landholding and production systems and a perceived lack of local economic 
opportunity’ (Zelinsky 1971:236). In Zelinsky’s view, it is unsurprising that massive 
migration from the countryside to cities occurred first in Great Britain.
Like the push-pull paradigm, Zelinsky’s mobility transition has been highly criticized 
in recent decades. In particular, the idea that those societies that were demographically 
and economically underdeveloped must have been highly immobile has proven to be 
erroneous. Studies like those by Colin Pooley and Jean Turnbull (1997), Steve Hochstadt 
(2002), Dirk Hoerder (2000), Leslie Page-Moch (2003) and Jelle van Lottum (2007), all 
show that highly mobile societies, in which migration was a normal aspect of the life-
course, existed in Western Europe long before the take-off of the Industrial Revolution. 
Dirk Hoerder and Adam McKeown have made convincing arguments that this is equally 
true for other parts of the world, like Asia, Australia, Latin America and even Africa 
(Hoerder 2002; McKeown 2004). However, Zelinsky’s idea that modernization and indus-
trialization have accelerated and multiplied residential mobility still seems to hold some 
truth, as the findings of recent research by Jan and Leo Lucassen underline. On the basis 
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of an impressive number of sources, they have tried to estimate the development of the 
volume of residential mobility in Europe from the end of the Middle Ages until 1900. 
They found that in the latter part of the nineteenth century migration increased massively 
in line with Zelinsky’s claims (Lucassen & Lucassen 2009). According to the brothers 
Lucassen, the acceleration in mobility ‘was not so much caused by the ‘modernization 
process’’, but rather the result of the availability of ‘cheaper and faster transport, which 
dramatically increased possibilities for people to find permanent and temporary jobs 
farther away from home, notably in an Atlantic space’ (Lucassen & Lucassen 2009:374). 
In the eyes of these historians, it was not so much the underlying causes but rather the 
rates of migration that changed in the course of the nineteenth century.
1.2  Rural-to-Urban migration and urbanization in Europe’s past
Although cities have always attracted a great number of people, it is only really in the last 
two centuries that the world’s urban population has grown at an almost incredible speed. 
Indeed, at the start of the nineteenth century, only about three percent of the world’s 
population lived in cities. Today, by contrast, more than half of the world’s inhabitants 
dwell in urban areas. (Population Reference Bureau 2010). A century ago city dwellers 
were still a small minority on the globe. Nowadays this is becoming increasingly true 
for country dwellers. This immense demographic transformation has been caused by 
rural-to-urban migration, natural population increase and administrative reclassifi cations 
(Pacione 2005). The increased attraction of cities began in Europe in the fi rst part of the 
nineteenth century and accelerated gigantically between 1850 and 1900 (see graph 1.1).
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Graph 1.1. Migration to European cities of more than 10,000 inhabitants.
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In the twentieth century, developing countries initially seemed to follow the example 
of Europe (and the United States). However, as these countries began to experience 
even higher rates of urban in-migration and urban population growth, it became 
clear that these countries were characterized by another demographic regime. As is 
argued later in this work, this has much to do with an anomalous historical context, 
which was caused by colonization. Nevertheless, we are also able to indicate some 
similarities through time and space in terms of rural-to-urban migration and urbani-
zation. These similarities can be regarded as context-independent regularities. With 
this in mind, a short consideration of the causes and consequences of rural-to-urban 
migration and urbanization in both Europe’s past and the twentieth century develop-
ing world will make it easier to determine the idiosyncrasy of the case study in this 
book.
In early modern Europe, urban population growth was more or less exclusively 
the result of rural-to-urban migration (Hoerder, 2000). With the exception of Allin 
Sharlin (1978), who alleged that rural-to-urban migrants were some kind of subclass, 
which was unable to reproduce itself, most scholars agree that without the constant 
inflow of migrants from the adjacent countryside, cities were unsustainable until 
about 1800, as mortality exceeded fertility (Moch 2003; Woods 2003; Lucassen & 
Lucassen 2009). However, this is hardly a new insight, as John Graunt had already 
explained in the seventeenth century that since burials had outstripped christenings 
in London the town’s contemporary population growth was the result of a steady 
influx of country dwellers (Graunt 1662; 1973). Early modern cities were decidedly 
unhealthy places where, as a consequence of high population density and unsanitary 
living conditions, all kind of infectious diseases spread very rapidly. Indeed, early 
modern cities have often been characterized as ‘urban graveyards’. It was only in the 
course of the nineteenth century that, thanks to the construction of sewer systems, 
water pipes and the reshaping of overcrowded city centers, Europe’s urban areas 
became more healthy environments. The rebuilding of Paris by Haussmann is prob-
ably the best known case in point.
While a lack of appropriate sources means that little is known for certain about the 
size and characteristics of migration processes in pre-industrial Europe, it seems to be 
clear that, like in the nineteenth and twentieth century, economic factors played a key 
role in rural-to-urban population movements. Migrants settled in those cities that expe-
rienced economic prosperity and left urban areas where economic recession occurred. 
If it seemed economically favorable to leave home – whether located in a city or in the 
countryside – people decided to go to (nearby) cities where (they thought) they could 
improve their social position. Cities that had lost many people to disease certainly 
formed a major point of attraction, as the death of many workers meant the demand 
for labor was very high in these areas and the opportunities for social-upward mobility 
were higher than under normal circumstances (De Vries 1984). In early modern times, 
major cities like Paris, Dublin and London already had a well-defined hinterland at 
their disposal, from which rural migrants flocked in continuously (Lee 1999). When 
economic decline occurred, this hinterland did not change initially, only the size of the 
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rural-to-urban migrant stream decreased. However, during times of economic boom 
both the numbers of migrants grew and the hinterland extended rapidly. At the same 
time, we see that economic expansion went hand-in-hand with a large recruitment of 
unskilled workers, who were the first people to leave towns when economic down-
turn took hold (Lesger 2006). The Dutch historian De Vries summarizes the relation-
ship between urban economic development and urban in-migration as follows: ‘The 
differential success of individual cities is based on patterns of investment, disinvest-
ment and reinvestment which find a reflection in shifting migration streams’ (De Vries 
1984:219).
This has recently been underlined for sixteenth and seventeenth century Antwerp 
and Amsterdam, where an opposite economic and demographic development occurred: 
After the Spanish troops occupied Antwerp in 1585, the city went through a period of 
economic decline, while for Amsterdam this was the moment economic growth started, 
as the city was able to profit from the economic downturn of its southern counterpart. 
Many wealthy entrepreneurs from the south fled to Amsterdam where they continued 
their business. The result was that out-migration caused Antwerp the loss of many 
inhabitants, while Amsterdam experienced a steep population rise as a result of high 
immigration. While the number of unskilled workers declined in Antwerp, Amsterdam 
saw their number rising rapidly (Lesger 2006). In Western Europe, coherence existed 
between economic development (related to investment patterns) and rural-to-urban 
migration streams.
A majority of the new city dwellers came from adjacent rural areas and most of 
them resided only temporarily in town (Moch 2003; Pooley & Turnbull 1998). Many 
returned to their place of origin, while others would keep on swapping towns, as they 
were unable to find decent permanent employment. Indeed, social-upward mobility 
in pre-industrial Europe was highly limited by institutional and juridical restrictions. 
Guilds permitted only a restricted number of new city dwellers to enter the corpora-
tion and practice a craft, while city councils did not grant citizenship easily to urban 
in-migrants (Lee 1999). Consequently, the social-economic situation of a large number 
of these new city dwellers was unfavorable and their futures insecure. Many migrants 
from the countryside reluctantly stayed working as journeymen until they became 
unemployed and/or heard of new job possibilities in other towns. Unskilled jobs were 
inherently insecure and as these were the employment opportunities newcomers had 
to content themselves with, the propensity to leave the town after a shorter or longer 
sojourn was high among the urban-in migrants (Lee 1999).
We find another reason for the often temporary settlement of migrants from the 
countryside in the fact that rural-to-urban migration was linked, to some degree, to the 
life-cycle stages of the people involved. Young farm maids, for example, entered cities 
in order to work for a few years as servants before they married; apprentices traveled 
from master to master in the hope of one day reaching a similar position. Life-cycle 
service was part of European culture (Gates & Hendrickx 2005). It was an accepted 
stage in life that young unmarried adults left their home in order to acquire experiences 
and save some money for future family life. These servants, who came for the most 
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part from the countryside, went to the richest and most important cities, but once the 
life-cycle stage was finished many returned to their place of birth (Lee 1999; Gates & 
Hendrickx 2005).
In summary, economic development and cultural patterns (life-cycle service) 
ensured that rural-to-urban migration did not stop in early modern Europe. People 
went to urban areas in order to achieve a better social-economic position, even if the 
risk of dying in the city was much higher than in the countryside and the actual situa-
tion in the urban areas made it hard for the migrants to achieve their ambitious goals. 
Those who did not get ahead kept on swapping cities in order to try to make their 
dreams come true elsewhere; others returned, disillusioned, to their place of origin 
in the countryside. In the long run, however, rural-to-urban migration did not cease, 
rather the opposite was the case.
During the nineteenth century, the number of European cities which counted 
more than 100,000 inhabitants rose from 23 in 1800 to 135 in 1900 (Moch 2003). 
Urbanization increased as a consequence of structural mortality decline in urban 
areas. At the same time, however, fast urbanization was the result of an ever larger 
growing number of rural-to-urban migrants. From a purely structural point of view 
this movement from the countryside to cities was caused by improvements in agri-
culture, the gradual destruction of the putting-out system and industrialization. The 
first two developments caused ever stronger population pressure, which was felt as 
a strong push-factor in the countryside. Industrialization was not only responsible 
for the destruction of the putting-out system, but gradually began to pull people into 
the cities.
Improvements in agriculture were a sine qua non to urbanization, as an increasing 
urban population implied that an ever growing proportion of Europe’s population had 
to be fed, while the number of people involved in agriculture declined. At the end of 
the eighteenth century, at a time when the famous political economist and demogra-
pher Thomas Malthus warned that agricultural production would never keep up with 
unchecked population growth, far-reaching ameliorations in farming were taking place, 
which would lead to a strong increase in food production.5 Three processes led to this 
rise in food production: improvements in agricultural methods; a rearrangement of the 
property rights of existing farmland; and an expansion of the tillage through large-scale 
cultivation programs. Together, these improvements are known as the agricultural revo-
lution (Van der Wee & Aerts 1997).
The agricultural revolution had far reaching consequences for the economy. 
Improvements in farming made a growing proportion of peasants and laborers in the 
agricultural sector redundant. At the same time, the rural population of Europe was 
growing quickly as a consequence of structural mortality decline. Growing popula-
tion pressure inclined many hundreds of thousands to go abroad, especially to North 
America. Others tried their luck in rural industry. In the so-called ‘putting-out’ system, 
families were provided with raw materials by a central agent. The raw materials were 
worked into end products by the families who worked at home as subcontractors. 
After some time, the finished articles were collected by the central agent, who paid the 
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subcontractors and provided them with new raw materials. This kind of putting-out 
system arose in Europe during the sixteenth century and had been extended in the 
subsequent two centuries, enabling an ever larger part of the rural population to make 
a living in the countryside (Klep 1981). However, in the nineteenth century, industri-
alization gradually resulted in the destruction of the putting-out system (Van der Wee 
& Aerts 1997).
Indeed, it was the gradual replacement of the rural industry by urban factories 
that multiplied the number of migrants involved in rural-to-urban migration. Starting 
in England in the latter part of the eighteenth century, the advice of Adam Smith to 
concentrate workers in one building in order to rationalize the production process was 
gradually put into practice. Concentration of labor and capital goods, coupled with the 
ever increasing number of machines in factories, made specialization of the produc-
tion process possible. This, in turn, made a high increase in productivity and profits 
possible (Van der Wee & Aerts 1997). Ever since Karl Marx considered the impact of 
industrialization on the life of the people, the positive effects for the mill owners and 
negative consequences for the laborers have been emphasized. In the socialist dis-
course, the bourgeoisie saw their wealth and power rising enormously at the cost of the 
proletariat. Factory laborers lost the freedom they had enjoyed as peasants, craftsmen 
and laborers in the putting-out system. Now they had to respect working hours and 
speed up their work in order to keep up with the production rhythm of the machines. 
Factory workers could no longer interrupt their work as they pleased and the father lost 
its position as a ‘production manager’. The autonomy males had enjoyed in agriculture, 
crafts and proto-industry was lost forever, while their standard of living seems initially 
– in Western Europe until about 1850 – to have declined (McKay, Hill & Buckler 2003; 
Van der Wee & Aerts 1997).
Increasing population pressure pushed people out of Europe’s countryside and, 
although hundreds of thousands migrants started to cross the Atlantic, most rural 
migrants in cities still originated from the adjacent countryside (Moch 2003). More-
over, recent studies reveal that most nineteenth century rural-to-urban migrations were 
still of a temporary nature, as most migrants were reluctant to work permanently in the 
rising urban factories (Klep 1981; Hochstadt 2002; Moch 2003; Pooley & Turnbull 1997) 
Steve Hochstadt describes the situation as follows:
‘There was much resistance to modernity in peasant migratory behavior. Rural textile pro-
ducers maintained their spinning wheels and looms long after urban factories had destroyed 
their econ omic viability. They sank into economic ruin to avoid migration to wage labor and 
machine production. Rural artisans continued to resist the factory throughout the nineteenth 
century by developing alternative forms of production and marketing that were distinctly anti-
modern’ (Hochstadt, 2002:214).
However, in order to keep their heads above water, rural dwellers worked more and 
more on a temporary basis in urban factories. With the money they earned during 
times when there was no work in the fields, they returned home in order to invest 
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in their rural existence. In this way, many peasants moved back and forth between 
village and town. The reluctance to work in factories created a permanent labor 
shortage in industry. To meet the demand for laborers, mill owners relied partially on 
abandoned and pauper children (McKay, Hill & Buckler 2003). However, in the long 
run, a growing number of rural-to-urban migrants were unable to keep up their rural 
economic activities and gradually factory work and city life were becoming more 
attractive. Ultimately, industrialization could offer more permanent employment, 
which, in turn, meant that the postponement of marriage was no longer required. 
Moreover, living conditions in cities improved as urban areas were reorganized 
and decent sewers and water pipes were installed. European cities were no longer 
unhealthy spaces. All these long term positive effects of industrialization started to 
pull a growing number of country dwellers permanently into Europe’s expanding cit-
ies. In general, those cities which offered – in the eyes of the rural population – the 
best employment opportunities attracted the largest streams of migrants. In this way, 
a strong interconnection existed between economic development and rural-to-urban 
migration.
1.3  Rural-to-urban migration and urbanization in the 
developing world
Massive rural-to-urban migration started in the Occident, but during the twentieth cen-
tury this phenomenon also arose in the less developed regions of the world. There, it 
started to cause great challenges for governments and urban planners as its size, pace 
and impacts exceeded those earlier rural-to-urban migrations that had taken place in 
the developed world regions (Pacione 2005). Indeed, developing world cities started to 
grow at an incredible speed. Whereas in 1950 only about 4 out of 10 urban dwellers 
on earth lived in the developing world, today almost 75 per cent of the world’s citizens 
dwell in developing countries (see also graph 1.2).
By the middle of the twentieth century, only two cities in the world had a popula-
tion of more than 10 million inhabitants: London and New York (Kussendrager 1987). 
Today, this is true for nineteen cities. However, 14 of these 19 so-called ‘megacities’ 
are located in the developing world. These megacities are characterized by recent, 
unprecedented population growth. Whereas Mexico City counted approximately 2.9 
million inhabitants in 1950, today the Latin American metropolis is home to about 19 
million people. Another case in point is the Brazilian megalopolis of Sao Paolo. Around 
the middle of the twentieth century, the city had about 2.2 million inhabitants; in 2007 
Sao Paolo’s population reached 18.8 million. An African example is the Egyptian city of 
Cairo. In the past six decades its population has grown from 2.5 to 12 million. In Asia, 
Mumbai (Bombay) developed from a metropolis of approximately 2.9 million in 1950 
into a megacity of about 19 million inhabitants.6
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Graph 1.2. The development of the world’s urban population by region.
Whereas the West saw the rise of thousands of more or less medium cities, urban popu-
lation growth in developing countries is more concentrated, resulting in the creation 
of a large number of megacities. In this sense, we can talk about hyper-urbanization. 
Primate cities – metropolises which are at least twice as large in (population) size 
and national influence as the second city of the country – are traced more often in 
developing countries (Jefferson 1939). Indeed, Arnold Linsky found on the basis of 
a worldwide cross national research that ‘urban primacy occurs most frequently in 
countries with small areal extent of dense population, low per capita income, export-
oriented and agricultural economies, a colonial history, and rapid rates of population 
growth’ (Linsky 1965:506). Six of these seven variables are characteristics of develop-
ing countries.
That the rise of megacities in the developing world has much to do with population 
movements from the countryside towards cities becomes clear if we consider that 
in the 1970s more than half of all urban dwellers in developing countries were born 
in the countryside (Hay 1977). In fact, two-fifths of the gigantic city growth in the 
developing world are a direct result of massive rural-to-urban migration movements 
(Mitra 2008). However, the size, rate and impacts of population movements from the 
countryside towards cities vary through time and space. Somik Lal, Harris Selod and 
Zmarek Shalizi present the following illustrative statistics in a World Bank Policy 
Research Working Paper: ‘Migration from rural areas accounted for at least half of all 
urban growth in Africa during the 1960s and 1970s and about 25 per cent of urban 
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growth in the 1980s and 1990s. In Brazil, at the peak of its urbanization process, it is 
estimated that over 20 million people moved from rural to urban areas between the 
1950’s and the 1970s. In comparison: 20.5 million people in India (30 per cent of the 
national urban growth) moved from rural to urban areas in the 1990s’ (Lall, Selod 
& Shalizi 2006:3). Next to rural-to-urban migration, extremely high fertility levels in 
combination with declining mortality rates and administrative reclassifications are 
responsible for hyper-urbanization in the developing world in the latter part of the 
twentieth century (Pacione 2005). However, since fertility rates have decreased in 
past decades, urban growth has slowed down somewhat in the less developed coun-
tries (see graph 1.3).
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Graph 1.3. Annual urban growth rate in the world, 1950-2005.
Although urbanization and rural-to-urban migration are, in principal, universal phe-
nomena, they are not – as has been argued in the past – uniform processes that pass 
everywhere around the globe sooner or later through successive stages of development 
(Pacione 2005). Indeed, rural-to-urban migration and urbanization show up striking 
differences between the more developed and the less developed regions of the world. 
In the introduction of the book Problems and Planning in Third World Cities, Michael 
Pacione lists ten such dissimilarities, which we will summarize briefly in order to 
aid the understanding of our own case study (Pacione 1981). First, Michael Pacione 
observed that high speed urbanization in the Western world was a typical phenomenon 
of the most economically advanced countries. In this respect, Great Britain and the 
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United States are good examples, as industrialization and urbanization started early in 
these nations and the processes there were extraordinarily powerful. In the developing 
world, there is also a coherence between economic development and urbanization but 
in the opposite way, since high levels of urbanization are to be found in countries with 
the lowest economic development (see also graph 1.3). The same is true for more gen-
eral indicators of development. In those Western countries where life expectancy, levels 
of nutrition, energy consumption and education were high, urbanization initiated and 
reached the highest levels. In the developing world, by contrast, urbanization is high-
est in the most underdeveloped countries, i.e. in those nations where consumption is 
low, mortality rates are high and education is more or less a privilege of the ‘well’ born 
(Pacione 1981).
Table 1.1. The most populous cities in the world in 2007.
City Country Population City Country Population
 1 Tokyo Japan 35,676,000 11 Los Angeles USA 12,500,000
 2 New York USA 19,040,000 12 Karachi Pakistan 12,130,000
 3 Mexico City Mexico 19,028,000 13 Cairo Egypt 11,893,000
 4 Mumbai India 18,978,000 14 Rio de Janeiro Brazil 11,893,000
 5 Sao Paolo Brazil 18,845,000 15 Osaka-Kobe Japan 11,294,000
 6 Delhi India 15,962,000 16 Beijing China 11,106,000
 7 Shanghai China 14,987,000 17 Manila Philippines 11,100,000
 8 Calcutta India 14,787,000 18 Moscow Russia 10,452,000
 9 Dhaka Bangladesh 13,485,000 19 Istanbul Turkey 10,061,000
10 Buenos Aires Argentina 12,795,000 20 Paris France  9,904,000
Source: United Nations, World Urbanization Prospects: The 2007 Revision Population Database.
The third and the fourth differences that Michael Pacione raises have been mentioned 
previously: both rural-to-urban migration and urbanization occur to a greater extent 
and at a higher pace in the developing world. This has to do with, among other things, 
the significantly higher fertility rates in these regions. By contrast, the level of indus-
trialization lags far behind the levels that were reached in Europe when rural-to-urban 
migration and urbanization accelerated (Pacione 1981). The result is that many city 
dwellers in developing countries are unemployed and have problems sustaining them-
selves. At the same time, there is greater pressure for social change, as greater social 
inequalities and political circumstances, notably decolonization, have raised expecta-
tions among the urban population. Another negative consequence of massive rural-to-
urban migration and high-speed urbanization is the rise of vast, overcrowded, suburbs 
and shanty towns. In the West, urbanization was also coupled with housing problems 
but, compared to the situation in developing countries, these problems are negligible. 
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That said, during industrialization, European and North American cities were very 
unhealthy places compared to their surrounding countryside. The opposite is usually 
the case in the developing world, where better access to, for example, health care in 
cities means lower mortality rates than in the rural hinterland. Finally, colonialism has 
resulted in developing countries often being extremely centralized, which stimulated 
strong urbanization in a restricted number of areas (Pacione 1981).
Although Michael Pacione mentions several important differences between urbani-
zation and rural-to-urban migration in the more developed and the less developed 
regions of the world, in our view, he omits one factor that is indispensable in under-
standing massive rural-to-urban migration and hyper-urbanization in the developing 
world. Whereas in Western history urbanization did not lead to food shortages, devel-
oping countries are forced to import agricultural products on an ever growing scale, 
since the primary sector of the economy is unable to feed the rapidly growing urban 
population. This difference is crucial since it leads us to the historical roots of urbani-
zation in the developing world. Whereas in Western history rural-to-urban migration 
was largely a reaction to two endogen developments: modernization in agriculture and 
industrialization; internal population movements in the developing world are primarily 
the outcome of one powerful exogenous force – colonialism – which distorted regional 
balances within African, Asian and Latin American nations and caused uneven devel-
opment between the rural and the urban environment.
At the end of the nineteenth century, during the epoch of New Imperialism,  Western 
European nations penetrated African and Asian countries and started to exploit them 
in order to boost the economy of the mother country. The new colonial societies were 
thrown completely out of kilter, mainly through uneven investments leading to unequal 
development and the introduction of capitalism, which created growing social-economic 
inequalities within those societies (Parnwell 1993). As agriculture was considered to 
be unable to stimulate the economy sufficiently, investments in the primary sector 
were of a very limited nature. Rather, colonial administrations invested in industry and 
services, i.e. in the urban environment (Bradshaw 1985). In this way, industrialization 
took place in the absence of large scale modernization processes in agriculture. The 
final outcome was the distortion of economic development in the countryside and a 
growing imbalance between the urban and the rural society. According to York Brad-
shaw, hyper-urbanization and massive rural-to-urban migration in sub-Saharan Africa 
can be explained almost completely on the basis of uneven investments and the grow-
ing disparity in welfare between the countryside and the cities (Bradshaw 1985). We 
agree that rising differences in welfare and development between the rural and urban 
environment caused the ‘tendency for the majority of [developing world population] 
movements to take place from the countryside towards the city and from economically 
depressed peripheral regions towards the main centers of economic activity.’
In the Western World, the agricultural revolution had been an indispensable condi-
tion for industrialization, since the rise of a proletariat was only made possible by the 
fact that fewer hands in agriculture were needed to produce more food. Only in this way 
could cities grow fast, without the rise of starvation (Landes 1998). By neglecting the 
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agricultural sector, rural-to-urban migration started in the developing world at a time 
when the food supply of the growing cities was insecure. Ultimately, this meant that 
the urban environment became completely dependent on Western nations, while simul-
taneously the agricultural sector of the economy got into a terrible crisis. Developing 
world city dwellers could only be nourished by large scale agricultural imports and since 
peasants in Africa and Asia could neither compete with Western nor with colonial farm-
ers, the agricultural sector in the developing world collapsed. The result was that the 
subsistence of the majority of the population in the developing world was threatened.
In order to keep their heads above water, millions of peasants and agricultural lab-
orers made their way to the rising cities in the hope of finding employment in industry 
or services. Inevitably, the consequence of this was over-urbanization. This meant 
that the growing cities could neither employ nor house an ever increasing proportion 
of their inhabitants. Those new city dwellers that ended up in shanty towns started to 
create their own employment in the informal sector of the economy, but their income 
was only sufficient, at best, to buy food and drinking water. The kind of social-upward 
mobility that happened in the West through improved education and a growing social 
security system was, for the great majority of new city dwellers, impossible. In most 
cases, parents living in the slums could not send their children to school and there was 
no social security. Even today, it is not clear why rural-to-urban migration continued 
when ever greater numbers of former country dwellers ended up in squalid shanty 
towns. We will now consider some of the theories that try to explain this characteristic 
feature of urbanization in the developing world.
In the past, scholars argued that pull factors played a more important role in the 
developed countries than in the developing world. They suppose that in Africa, Asia 
and South America rural-to-urban migration was primarily caused by push-factors, i.e. 
people were pushed from the land and the only place they could head for was the city, 
whereas in the Western world they were pulled by industry, which was in want of an 
ever-growing number of laborers (Sovani 1964). Other scholars have called into ques-
tion the idea that pull-factors were more or less insignificant in developing countries. 
Harris and Todaro, for example, argue that the prospect of higher wages in the cities 
pulled country dwellers into the urban environment. ‘Thus, as long as the urban-
rural real income differential continues to rise sufficiently fast to offset any sustained 
increase in the rate of job creation, than even in spite of the long-run stabilizing effect 
of a lower probability of successfully finding modern sector employment, the lure of 
relatively higher permanent incomes will continue to attract a steady stream of rural 
migrants into the ever more congested urban slums’ (Todaro 1969:147). In other words, 
because country dwellers can expect a higher income in the city, they take for granted 
that the risk of unemployment (and all the problems that come with it) is high.
Other scholars argue that rural-to-urban migrants have too rosy a picture of mod-
ern city life and the chances for rural migrants in the urban labor and housing mar-
ket. According to these scholars, rural-to-urban migrants made a wrong decision on 
the basis of wrong information. Bruce Grindal stated, for example, that rural-to-urban 
migrants belonging to the Sisali tribe in northern Ghana were misled by return migrants, 
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who described ‘the South [the part of Ghana where the cities are located and where 
the Sisala migrants moved to] as a land of great wealth where the buildings are many 
storey’s high, where the people ride either in cars or on bicycles, where the ‘social life’ 
abounds, and where one can earn the money necessary to buy such things as bicycles, 
clothing, and other articles of finery’ (Grindal 1973:337). According to Grindal, return 
migrants did not talk about the problems linked with poverty and hunger that they 
had encountered in Ghana’s cities. Instead, they tried to improve their social status 
by telling their alleged success stories. This is why new migrants arrived in the urban 
environment with too high expectations.
Grindal’s findings conflict, to some degree, with the outcomes of an earlier survey 
conducted by John Caldwell in the four largest cities of Ghana. Caldwell found that 
approximately one in six urban in-migrants was disappointed about the realities of city 
life. The bulk of the rural-urban migrants alleged that they were content with their move 
from the countryside to the city, since they had been able to improve their quality of life. 
However, those who were disappointed admitted that their earlier expectations had been 
unrealistic. Before they left the countryside they had been unaware of the fact that the 
situation in the urban labor market was dire and that they would encounter many prob-
lems upon their arrival in the city (Caldwell 1969). However, many studies throughout 
the developing World seem to underline John Caldwell’s findings: most rural-to-urban 
migrants are satisfied by their move from the countryside to a city, as they maintain that 
they have been able to improve their standard of living (Gugler 1993).
Joseph Gugler reiterates that economic motives are at the center of the decision to 
migrate. ‘Those migrants who are not motivated by the prospect of material rewards 
are a minority’ (Gugler 1993:67). However, in order to explain (ongoing) rural-to-urban 
migration one has to look at the characteristics of the migrants and the critical role 
family and friends play in the decision to switch rural existence for modern city life. 
According to Gugler, many individual rural-to-urban migrants do not only move to a 
city in order to improve their own life, but also to contribute to the budget of family 
left behind in the countryside. Migration is, then, some kind of family strategy for 
survival. Underemployment may be high in the rural environment, but families do not 
want to give up their farm, as it provides sufficient resources for a part of the family. 
Consequently, some family members are sent to work in the city in order to contribute 
to the family budget. At the same time, family and friends, who migrated previously to 
the city, help their followers to get a job and living accommodation, i.e. they facilitate 
the rural-urban movement (Gugler 1993). In this way, family and friends cause chain 
migration, which does not stop automatically at the moment employment opportuni-
ties decline in the city. After all, the best jobs are still to be found in the urban envi-
ronment, while the situation in the countryside remains miserable. In most developing 
countries, unemployment and underemployment even grow in the rural environment 
since population pressure rises faster than out-migration. At the same time, the quality 
and quantity of education and other services in the cities are better than in the under-
developed countryside, while family and friends who have already settled in the urban 
environment can still lend assistance in finding shelter and work.
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In order to realize social-economic upward mobility, people continue to move from 
the countryside to cities. However, since rural-to-urban migration is highly selective, it 
is important to focus on the characteristics of the migrants, so as to explain the ongo-
ing population movement from country dwellers to cities in the developing world. In 
Gugler’s view, we need to explain why some rural dwellers take the decision to migrate, 
while others stay where they are. After all, the majority of rural dwellers do not move 
to a city, although the rural-urban gap is substantial. According to Gugler, the composi-
tion of the migration stream can be explained on the basis of differentials in access to 
the various segments of the urban labor market. Social-economic background, age and 
gender determine if people will thrive in the new urban-environment. As a result, these 
three characteristics influence, to a high degree, the decision of rural dwellers to stay 
or to leave. Thus, in contrast to Harris and Todaro and the adherents of older theories, 
Gugler assumes that the behavior of rural-to-urban migrants is very rational. We will see 
if this was, indeed, the case in chapters four and five, where we will test if the theories 
considered in this section are able to explain ongoing rural-to-urban migration towards 
Casablanca on the basis of existing literature, statistics and in-depth interviews with slum 
dwellers with a rural background, who ended up in the economic heart of Morocco.
The overcrowded quarter of Derb Sultane is the heartland of Casablanca’s working poor. X

2 A History of Twentieth 
Century Casablanca
“Because of their history, their prestige and architectural grandeur, there are cities that are destined 
to be part of our world heritage. There are others that were less-well-born; cities with a less glori-
ous past whose name is rarely mentioned in classical texts. Casablanca is one of these cities.”
Robert Chavagnac (2004:3)
2.1 Pre-modern events and processes
Although Casablanca has so often been conceived as a city without history, the roots of 
this modern North African metropolis are in fact ancient. According to André Adam, a 
settlement called Anfa, already existed before the Bedouin Arabs arrived in Morocco in 
the course of the twelfth century (Adam 1968a). This coastal settlement developed into 
the fl ourishing provincial capital of the fertile Chaouia region. However, during the latter 
part of the fi fteenth century the Portuguese armada attacked Anfa in a bid to rid it of local 
pirates. Although the Portuguese did not occupy the medina, the local population aban-
doned the town with the result that Anfa turned into a ghost town (Cohen & Eleb 2002).
Some three centuries passed before Anfa arose out of its ruins in 1770, thanks to 
the military plans of Sultan Mohammed ben Abdallah, who tried to free the Moroccan 
sultanate from foreign invaders (Nachoui 1998; Lugan 1992). Casablanca functioned as 
a bastion against alien attackers at this time. Indeed, the Sultan built extraordinarily high 
city walls and stationed a garrison in the medina. However, he also built a mosque, a 
Koranic school, public bathhouses and mills and under his command the city was repop-
ulated by Chleuh Berbers from the region south of Essouaira and the environs of Meknes. 
The reviving of the city was coupled with a change of name: Anfa became Dar el Beida, 
although Europeans started to talk more and more about Casablanca (Adam 1968a).
During the nineteenth century, Casablanca remained a minor coastal settlement. 
This is illustrated by the fact that there was no place for Dar el Beida in Graberg de 
Hemsoe’s enumeration of the twenty most important Moroccan cities, which was pub-
lished in 1834 in the author’s monumental Specchio geographico e statistico del Impero 
di Marocco (Miège 1953). In comparison with Morocco’s major cities, Casablanca 
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remained a small and relatively unimportant coastal settlement long into the nine-
teenth century; a place where houses made of bricks were scarce and most habitants 
lived in nouallas (huts of branches or reeds). It is unsurprising, therefore, that as late 
as the beginning of the twentieth century foreign visitors continued to emphasize the 
semi-rural impression that Casablanca left upon them (Adam 1968a).
Although these passed down travel reports suggest continuity, important change did 
occur in the latter part of the nineteenth century and some signs of Dar el Beida’s future 
success may have become gradually perceptible. Jean-Louis Miège and Eugène Hugues, 
for example, demonstrated conclusively that Casablanca’s economic and demographic 
growth started already in the pre-colonial era. A growing demand for wool and grain 
from the European nations, the establishment of regular steamship connections with 
Europe and the England-Morocco treaty all gave, in their own way, strong impulses to 
Casablanca’s trade (Adam 1968a; Miège 1953; Miège & Hugues 1954). In the course of 
the nineteenth century, more and more Jewish and European merchants, whose influ-
ence covered ever greater parts of Morocco, began trading in Casablanca. As a conse-
quence, trade volume grew and Dar el Beida’s harbor became increasingly important. 
Whereas in 1836 only 3 per cent of Moroccan goods were exported in Casablanca, in 
1906, just before the French arrived in Morocco, Dar el Beida had become Morocco’s 
prime port town, leaving the harbor of Tangier firmly behind (Adam 1968a).
Casablanca’s positive economic development went hand-in-hand with demographic 
growth and an increase in political significance. Between 1836 and 1900 the town’s 
population grew from some 700 to about 21,000 inhabitants. This was largely the result 
of urban in-migration. Casablanca was the only coastal town in the latter part of the 
nineteenth century to experience important economic growth, consequently, landless 
peasants, merchants, dockworkers and all kinds of other people made their way to Dar 
el Beida in search of work. Even diverse vice-consuls decided to move their consulates 
from nearby, stagnating port towns, like Mogador (Essaouira), Mazagan (El Jadida) 
and Rabat to Dar el Beida. The increased presence of diplomats was a clear sign that 
Casablanca’s political influence was growing (Cohen & Eleb 2002).
Although Casablanca had become more important in the course of the nineteenth 
century, the town’s future was insecure at the dawn of the twentieth century. Dar el 
Beida’s economic and demographic growth relied on growing harbor activity. Yet any 
further increase in traffic required an extension and improvement of the port facilities. 
The fact of the matter is that goods and passengers were all transported by sloops, 
since the absence of robust breakwaters forced steamboats to drop anchor some hun-
dred meters offshore. Moreover, the water just was not deep enough in several places 
along the coast of Casablanca, causing ships to strand frequently in front of the coast 
of Dar el Beida in the past (Cohen & Eleb 2002).
The bad financial situation of the Makhzen (Morocco’s governing elite) meant that 
the Sultan was unable to extend and modernize Casablanca’s harbor (Adam 1968a; 
Cohen & Eleb 2002). Moreover, it was not in his interest to open up the country even fur-
ther to the European nations, at a moment when his influence was decreasing and the 
Moroccan Empire was becoming ever more dependent on the European powers, through 
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an increasing number of protégés,7 risings loans and the establishment of a growing 
number of diverse foreign commercial establishments on Moroccan soil (Adam 1968a).
In light of this situation, only exogenous forces could make the way free for further 
economic and demographic expansion. Indeed, in 1906, the European powers took the 
decision to expand Dar el Beida’s harbor facilities at the conference of Algeciras. At this 
decisive conference, France and Spain managed to extend their influence over Morocco 
further, in spite of German attempts to reduce France’s power in Morocco (Obdeijn, De 
Mas & Hermans 2002). Previously, in a secret convention in 1904, Spain and France 
had divided the Sultanate of Morocco into two spheres of influence: the northern and 
southern part would become Spanish, while France would rule over central Morocco. 
The city of Tangier, by contrast, would become an international zone (Heinemeijer 
1960; Obdeijn, De Mas & Hermans 2002). In Casablanca, key incidents occurred that 
would lead to the realization of the secret convention of 1904.
2.2 The prologue to an urban adventure
In 1906 and 1907 Morocco was in a state of uproar. By signing the Act of Algeciras, Sul-
tan Abdul Aziz had fallen completely into disgrace with his own subjects and the only 
way to save his position was by relying on the aid of France, whose government was 
waiting for a suitable moment to seize Morocco and pull it into its territoires d’outre-
mer (Abitbol 2009; Abun-Nasr 1987). This moment seemed to have arrived when, on 
19 March 1907, the French physician Ėmile Mauchamp was assaulted and murdered in 
Marrakech (Katz 2006). At the end of the month French troops, under the lead of Gen-
eral Lyautey, who would later become the fi rst Resident-General of Morocco, seized the 
city of Oujda in order to revenge the injured l’honeur de la France and to prevent other 
French immigrants from becoming casualties of the anger of the Moroccan population.
In spite of the ‘precautionary’ measures, only a few months later, nine European 
laborers were killed in the summer of 1907.8 This assault occurred in Casablanca by 
a crowd of some 150 Moroccans (Adam 1968a). The hate against the Europeans and 
especially the French – something which had been largely unknown in former times – 
originated in a perception that these aliens were gradually taking over the country. At 
that time, the renovation of the port was being carried out by a French company and 
a decision to station Spanish and French police forces in Casablanca and other coastal 
towns had been taken at the conference of Algeciras. Moreover, French inspectors were 
in the city and controlled the customs house, determined that Morocco would repay its 
debt to France. At the same time, Dar el Beida’s population was in crisis. Drought had 
caused crop failure in the previous years, bringing about high unemployment among 
the journeymen and laborers of the town. Indeed, at the moment the Europeans were 
murdered, part of the population was starving.
Yet, more than anything else, the hate against the European immigrants in Casa-
blanca originated from the disrespectful way in which the French acted in Dar el Beida 
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during their renovation of the city’s harbor. In order to facilitate the transport of build-
ing materials to the harbor, they had laid a small railway straight across a Muslim 
cemetery. By ‘churning up piles of bones’ the European immigrants strongly provoked 
the indigenous Muslim population living in Casablanca (Cohen & Eleb 2002:36) As the 
news spread that this railway would be extended to Marrakech, Casablanca’s popula-
tion became furious and revolted against the plans. Representatives of the tribes in the 
area demanded the caïd (burgomaster) to destroy the existing railroad, halt the work 
in the harbor and send the French custom officers home (Adam 1968a). Two days later 
jihad was declared and nine European workers, who were travelling on the hated steam 
train, fell victim to the rising hate.
In order to protect European civilians in Casablanca against further attacks, the 
French government dispatched the naval ship Galilée to the city, under the command of 
Captain Ollivier. Vice-Consul Maigret ordered Captain Ollivier not to try to occupy Casa-
blanca with his marines before the arrival of expeditionary forces, which were already 
underway, since the diplomatic staff of the city feared that an attack with insufficient 
manpower could end in a slaughter of the European population (Adam 1969). However, 
Ollivier ignored this order – probably under pressure from his young officers, who con-
fronted him with the fact that the honor of France was involved – and on 5 August 1907, 
two days before the planned arrival of the auxiliary troops, the marines tried to enter the 
city (Adam 1969). When the French marines encountered resistance they bombarded 
the ‘Arabic quarter’ of the city (Adam 1968a). A massacre became inevitable when the 
Moroccans started a counter-attack and the French Consulate came under siege.9 Nearby 
tribes entered the city and mixed with the urban Muslim combatants, while other French 
and Spanish troops joined Ollivier’s 69 marines. A tough battle ensued, finally ending 
only on 7 August, when the promised French auxiliary forces arrived and the city was 
seized without any further resistance from the indigenous population (Adam 1968a).
After the French had occupied Casablanca, they seized the entire Chaouia region, 
since the army leadership reasoned that it was impossible to keep peace in Casablanca if 
the surrounding tribes were still revolting (Adam 1968a). In fact, the whole country was 
in uproar, because of the French occupation of the cities of Oujda and Dar el Beida. Simul-
taneously, a struggle for the Moroccan throne was under way between Sultan Abdel Aziz 
and his brother Moulay Hafid. Moulay Hafid was the ultimate victor because Abdel Aziz 
had lost a great deal of prestige by being too compliant with France, which was gradually 
usurping the Makhzen. However, Moulay Hafid quickly encountered similar problems, 
when he was forced to secure his position with the aid of the French army. Soon the entire 
country was in a state of anarchy: several candidates battled for the Moroccan throne, sol-
diers deserted, tribes revolted and tax was no longer paid (Adam 1968a). Finally in 1912, 
there was no other option for the Makhzen than to accept the Protectorate. In theory, this 
would mean that the Sultan retained the highest power in the country and Spain and 
France would secure his position. In practice, however, France and Spain governed the 
country like a real colony. The power of the Sultan was purely symbolic.
As it happened, however, Casablanca would profit greatly from the new political 
order, as the city became the base for a wealthy and dynamic group of Europeans and 
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Jewish immigrants, who were willing to invest in real estate, commerce and industry 
as they were convinced that Morocco was some kind of ‘El Dorado’ (Pascal 2002). They 
chose Casablanca as their theater of operations, as it was one of the few Moroccan cit-
ies that, thanks to the presence of French troops, was safe for Europeans during the 
years which preceded the Protectorate (1907-1912).
2.3 Casablanca during the Protectorate
“Casablanca was a city on the move, a city of newcomers and adventurers who were sometimes 
characterized as wolves.”
Kenneth Brown (2007:115)
In 1913, the French community in Dar el Beida was furious when Resident-General 
Lyautey announced that Rabat was to become the capital of ‘French’ Morocco. Since 
far more Europeans lived in Casablanca than in Rabat, most French had expected that 
Morocco’s capital would be established in the heart of the French community. How-
ever, the protests and uproar in the streets which followed did not change Lyautey’s 
plans. The insurgents needed to content themselves with the fact that the colonial 
administration now resided in Rabat. From a political point of view Casablanca would 
become the second city of the country. To play down the frustration among the Euro-
pean settlers, Casablanca was named the economic capital of Morocco and, indeed, the 
city was destined to become an international center of commerce and industry. This 
was, primarily, the result of Lyautey’s decision to build the largest artificial ocean port 
on the African continent in Casablanca (Noin 1965).
However, at the start of the Protectorate it had not at all been certain that the long-
planned port, designed to facilitate the exploitation of ‘French-Morocco’, would be 
located in Dar el Beida. Due to Casablanca’s difficult coastline, the French navy preferred 
Mazagan (El Jadida) and Fédala (Mohammedia) above Dar el Beida, while other inter-
ested parties pointed at Rabat, the new national capital, which had better sea access (De 
Caqueray, 1952). If Lyautey had followed any of this advice, Casablanca would probably 
never have become a metropolis. However, the authoritarian Lyautey was never going 
to follow the ideas of his subordinates and decided, against all opposition, to build the 
large ocean port in Casablanca. In retrospect, this decision ensured that Casablanca’s 
economic primacy within the Moroccan state was secured for the rest of the century.
The presence of the port at Dar el Beida resulted in a large-scale accumulation of 
labor, capital and entrepreneurship that, within a few decades, transformed Casablanca 
from a semi-rural backwater into an international business center. Thanks to the port, 
Dar el Beida became the main transfer hub between Morocco and the rest of the world. 
It was these favorable conditions that led the colonial administration to develop Casa-
blanca into a multi-way intersection of roads and railways. After all, it was necessary 
to connect Dar el Beida’s ocean port with Morocco’s main cities and raw-material 
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producing areas, in order to facilitate international commerce and transportation. To 
this day, the majority of Morocco’s roads and railways lead to Casablanca.
Thanks to the construction of Casablanca’s port, the superb infrastructural facilities 
and the immigration of wealthy and dynamic Europeans and Jews, Casablanca’s trade 
started to flourish in an unprecedented way. In the 1930s, 82 per cent of Morocco’s 
international commerce passed through Casablanca (Kaioua 1996). Given these condi-
tions, it is not strange to observe that most of Morocco’s companies established their 
headquarters in the economic heart of the country. The settlement of the so-called 
L’Office Chérifien des Phosphates (OCP) is a case in point. Although the extraction of 
phosphate was largely concentrated in the region of Khouribga, the headquarters of 
the development company were installed in Casablanca. Morocco became the world’s 
largest producer of phosphate, which was transshipped in Dar el Beida’s ocean port. 
The banks followed the example of the enterprises and they too began to settle on a 
large-scale basis in Casablanca (Kaioua 1996). In this way, Casablanca also became 
Morocco’s financial nerve center. The decision to locate Morocco’s ocean port in Dar el 
Beida had triggered this magnificent process.
However, the port meant yet more to Casablanca, as it rapidly became the largest 
company in Morocco. Already in 1914, 1200 laborers were engaged in harbor works; 
this number reached 2750 in 1921 and in 1925 some 4600 people were employed in 
Casablanca’s port (Kaioua 1996). Hundreds of men were engaged in the construction 
of the breakwaters, docks and other port facilities. Harbor construction, undertaken by 
the French industrial firm Schneider and the Compagnie Marocaine, started in 1913 and 
took more than two decades – mainly because of a delay caused by World War One, 
when financial reserves became exhausted. However, when the project was finally fin-
ished, Casablanca possessed the largest port on the African continent (Noin 1965).
Table 2.1. Industry in Morocco, 1918-1929.
Total Number of 
Industrial ﬁ rms
Capital Involved
(in Francs)
Number of Workers
1918 157 35,246 2,666
1919 185 56,348,000 3,256
1921 268 173,298,000 4,060
1922 509 234,173,000 6,488
1924 615 273,643,000 7,223
1927 641 312,222,000 11,193
1929 800 450,000,000 25,000
Source: Kaioua, A. (1996). Casablanca: L’Industrie et la Ville. Tours, 88.
During the Protectorate, the port remained the center of Casablanca’s economy. 
Gradually, however, industry also became an important employer. In fact, Morocco’s 
industrialization took place, primarily, in Dar el Beida. During the early years of the 
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Protectorate, Casablanca transformed into Morocco’s industrial hot spot, a position 
which it still holds today. In 1908, Dar el Beida’s first factory was built; more impor-
tant plants were established after the signing of the treaty of Fes. In 1913 a lime and 
cement factory (Société de Chaux et Ciment) was built and a year later Regie Tabac was 
founded and remained Morocco’s main producer of cigarettes until 2003.10 The capital 
for the founding of these factories was mainly of French origin (Adam 1968b). During 
the First World War, more plants were constructed in Casablanca; in particular, the 
food and building industry took root in this period (Kaioua 1996). Whereas commercial 
firms settled mostly along Route Mediouna (today the Boulevard Mohammed VI) and 
Avenue Général Drude (today Avenue Hassan II), industrial plants were almost exclu-
sively located in the city quarter of Roches Noires, in the eastern part of the town. In 
1914, already some 40 production units were located in Casablanca and their number 
would grow continuously during the next decade (Kaioua 1996). Printing offices, tex-
tile, furniture and coachwork industries all settled in Casablanca.
However, according to Abdelkader Kaioua, the growth of industry slowed down 
somewhat after 1915 and it was not until the end of the Second World War that indus-
trialization began to boom again. Although Casablanca had become Morocco’s prime 
industrial city, the number of Moroccans who were engaged in the secondary sector 
of the economy was disappointing. As Table 2.1 shows, in 1929, Morocco counted 800 
industrial firms, of which about 600 were located in Casablanca. However, only about 
25,000 laborers were employed in these industrial firms. We may conclude, therefore, 
that Morocco was still an agrarian nation at this moment. In light of these figures, it is 
not strange that Casablanca was unable to absorb the ever growing number of rural-to-
urban migrants. The number of jobs created in industry lagged far behind the number 
of new city dwellers arriving in Casablanca every year. Robert Escallier estimated that, 
between 1900 and 1926, some 41,000 rural migrants settled in Casablanca. Since a 
considerable number of Casablanca’s industrial workers were of European descent, it 
becomes clear that Dar el Beida industry was completely unable to absorb the former 
peasants and agricultural laborers (Escallier 1980). Casablanca was becoming a typi-
cal ‘Third World’ metropolis, since in spite of rapidly rising unemployment, urban in-
migration continued and even increased.
Table 2.2. Casablanca city’s size in hectares, 1907-1996.
1907 1936 1960 1982 1996
Urban space in 
hectares
47 1940 4490 8500 15,000
Absolute Increase
1907-1936 1936-1960 1960-1982 1982-1996
1893 2550 4010 6500
Increase in % 4027.7% 131.44% 89.31% 76.47%
Source: Rochd, N. Explosion urbaine et planiﬁ cation à Casablanca (Unpublished PhD thesis from the 
Université Panthéon-Sorbonne Paris I, 1988), 74.
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The long-term demographic effect of the construction of Casablanca’s modern artificial 
ocean port and the settlement of Morocco’s most important factories was a population 
explosion. When the French arrived in Casablanca in 1907, the city counted only about 
25,000 inhabitants; when Morocco became independent, Dar el Beida was home to at 
least 900,000 people. At the same time, the built-up area of the city expanded from 47 
hectares in 1907 to 4490 hectares in 1960. At this moment, Casablanca was larger than 
the city of Paris. After independence, the absolute city size of Casablanca grew still fur-
ther and at the end of the twentieth century Casablanca covered some 15,000 hectares 
of urban space. According to the local authority, Casablanca’s city size will reach some 
25,000 hectares by the year 2030 (Amourag 2008).
While great sums of money were invested in the city’s harbor and its industry, many 
private investors spent their money in the real estate sector. Europeans had started 
commerce in building plots and large apartment complexes already in the pre-colonial 
period, despite the fact that Christians were, by law, not allowed to own any kind of 
real property in Morocco at this time. One could ‘get rich quick’ through land specu-
lation, since the prices of building lots rose spectacularly from 1907 onwards, as the 
ever growing numbers of immigrants caused huge pressure on the housing market. By 
1910, the European community had already got hold of some 75 hectares of land on 
which they had erected some 331 buildings (Nachoui 1998). During the Protectorate, 
the number climbed further and further.
After 1907, the French had started to build their Ville Nouvelle, southeast of the Old 
Medina. Initially there was not even a street plan, so that the diverse houses and apart-
ment buildings went up more or less at random, resulting in a completely unstructured 
city growth. Decently paved roads were a curiosity; hygiene was bad in the absence of 
decent sewer systems and the wild mix of architectural styles shocked visitors (Adam 
1968b). This bewildering city growth was the result of a combination of explosive 
population growth and the unorganized erection of ever greater numbers of diverse 
buildings by private initiators (Pascal 2002). In 1910, the French Lieutenant Segonds 
described the situation in Casablanca as follows:
“The town is spilling beyond its confi nes. A Negro neighborhood, comprising a heap of squalid 
structures, has sprung up in the vicinity of Bab-Marrakech,11 while warehouses and shops have 
sprouted around the market gate. The inner quarters are essentially Arabic in style; although at 
times reveal glimpses of semi modern fragments. Winding thoroughfares with rickety paving, 
or sometimes no paving at all, turn into quagmires at the very fi rst drop of rain. Tiny narrow 
squares are wedged between low, fl at-roofed houses totally lacking in any kind of architectural 
appeal. Apart from the mosques, a handful of private dwellings and the German consulate, 
no monuments whatsoever can be said to attract the visitor’s gaze.” (Segonds 1910, quoted in 
Cohen & Eleb 2002:43).
When Lyautey inspected Casablanca in 1913 he realized that the city’s infrastructure 
urgently needed to be restructured and that, in fact, the whole city was in want of reno-
vation. This task was reserved for the French architect Henri Prost, who had carried out 
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a comparable job previously in the Belgium city of Antwerp (Adam 1968b). Apparently 
Prost himself was also shocked by what he found upon his arrival in Casablanca. At 
least this is what we can conclude from the following passage:
“By early 1914, the small native Moroccan town was drowned amid an extraordinary mix of 
fonduks12 and dwellings of all shapes and sizes – basic wooden shacks, villas, and six-story 
apartment buildings, all scattered several kilometers away from the city walls. At fi rst sight, it 
represented a picture of incredible chaos, curtailing all hope of establishing any kind of road 
system, so rapidly had development sprung up in all directions. Vast housing subdivisions had 
sprouted on all sides, all vying with one another to become the vital center of the ville nou-
velle… In the face of these well-meaning yet disorganized efforts, it was a diffi cult task indeed 
to defi ne an urban shape capable of responding to so many diverging interests.”13
Nevertheless, Prost managed to reshape Casablanca in an extraordinarily clever way. 
First, Prost created a sophisticated new road plan, which could only be brought into prac-
tice by demolishing houses and apartment blocks. Moreover, in order to facilitate traffic, 
he designed a ring road. Second, Prost introduced all kinds of hygiene measures in order 
to protect the city against large-scale epidemics. Among these measures was the planning 
of parks, which discouraged high population densities. In this way, a healthier environ-
ment developed. Third, Prost subdivided the city into different zones. Every zone had its 
own function: the city quarter of Roches Noires, for example, was destined to become an 
industrial zone; the area of Route Ouelad Ziane was restricted to military purposes; while 
the ville nouvelle was intended to be inhabited by European citizens (Cohen & Eleb 2002). 
In this way, Henri Prost managed to bring order out of chaos. However, chaotic urban 
expansion persisted, due to the high population growth of Muslim dwellers, and within 
less than a decade great parts of the newly built Muslim city quarters of Casablanca were 
also urgently in want of renovation. It is for this reason that the French architect Michel 
Ecochard was brought to Casablanca during the last phase of the Protectorate.
During the Protectorate, Muslims, Jews and Christians lived, for the most part, in their 
own city quarters. Nevertheless, there was never an absolute demarcation line between 
the quarters of these three population groups. Sometimes rich Moroccan Muslims set-
tled between Europeans, while some Europeans ended up in shanty towns, where they 
mingled with Muslims.14 The same is true for the Jewish population. However, as previ-
ously stated, they did not intermingle on a large scale.
During the Protectorate, European settlers lived in the ville nouvelle; however, from 
the 1920s on they also started to live in residential neighborhoods further south of the 
city center, in the district of Mers-Sultan. In the latter part of the 1920s, the richest among 
the European citizens started to build their villas on a hilly site, southwest of the city, next 
to the Atlantic Ocean, which they called Anfa Supérieur (today known as Aïn Diab).15 In 
this way, the Europeans continuously ameliorated their living conditions. This, however, 
was only the case for a very small part of the Muslim and Jewish population. These lucky 
nouveaux riches did not inhabit the exclusive residential neighborhoods of the Europeans 
though. Only after the Protectorate, would Moroccans gradually penetrate these parts of 
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Casablanca, at the point that the European population started to emigrate. Before this 
time, rich Moroccans had long inhabited the New Medina. Only later did they move into 
their own residential neighborhoods, of which Polo is probably the best example.
The Medina Kedima quickly became overcrowded during the Protectorate and fur-
ther extension became more or less impossible. As a result, the Medina Jedida became 
the new home of the ever-growing Muslim population. As André Adam notes, the roots 
of the new Medina are somewhat curious (Adam 1968b). The original idea for creating 
larger and better city quarters for the Muslim population with affordable rents came from 
a Frenchman, called Biarny. This private entrepreneur convinced a rich Jewish friend 
of his, named Bendahan, to support his plans financially, whereupon Bendahan pro-
posed to donate an immense private estate southeast of the city center to the Habous.16 
However, the service of the Habous refused the generous gift, since Bendahan was not 
a Muslim citizen. In order to solve the problem, a Muslim intermediary was required. 
The Sultan Moulay Youssef himself would finally act as the necessary intermediary and 
the gigantic piece of land became subdivided into four parts. On the first part a royal 
palace was erected, despite the fact that, by then, a serious housing shortage had arisen 
among the Muslim population. The second part of Bendahar’s donation was destined to 
become the home of the servants of the crown. However, on the third and fourth part of 
the land provided by Bendahar, Biarny’s project was realized (Adam 1968b). Yet, Derb 
Habous and Derb Soltane became large city quarters with a high population density 
and low standard of living. Even today, a great number of Casablanca’s laborers live 
in these parts of the city. Although these working class areas were designed by French 
architects – mainly Cadet and Brion – the houses lacked basic needs, like private toilets 
and even kitchens. The living conditions of many laborers failed to improve since this 
immense building project did not satisfy their basic requirements. That said, thousands 
more laborers, still living in tents, huts or slums, were probably dreaming of being able 
to afford the rent on such an apartment in the New Medina.
The commerce in real estate, which commenced quickly after 1907, soon caused great 
problems as prices of property increased dramatically. While some people had become 
rich swiftly through land speculation, for others it became harder to find living accom-
modation (Cohen & Eleb 2002). Much of the land in the city and its surroundings was 
bought without the intention of building houses, apartment complexes or business 
centers on it. Speculators just bought up land with the expectation that its price would 
augment considerably in the near future (Adam 1968b). When this happened, they 
sold their land; otherwise they waited for better times. Precisely because of this, empty 
spaces in the center of the city became a common aspect of Casablanca’s cityscape 
until long into the twentieth century. Houses and apartments were built further and fur-
ther away from the center, since prices were lower there. Especially the poorest citizens 
– primarily rural-to-urban migrants – fell victim to house speculation, because they 
became unable to find accommodation for a normal price. House speculation, there-
fore, explains to some degree the rise of shanty towns and insalubrious working class 
areas (Ferrad 1998). Another, perhaps even greater cause, however, lies in the fact that 
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more new city dwellers were arriving than formal jobs were created in Casablanca or 
houses could be built. Last but not least, a considerable number of the immigrants were 
not willing to live in regular living accommodation, since they were accustomed to a 
life in huts. Some former country dwellers, indeed, seemed to prefer life in a tent, hut or 
slum above life in an apartment on the 10th floor, fearing that the privacy of the family, 
especially of the women, was not guaranteed in such dwellings (Adam 1968b).
However, the greatest problem was, without a doubt, the fact that ever larger num-
bers of rural-to-urban migrants were unable to find a job. Initially, these people pitched 
tents or built huts. Yet, when their financial situation did not improve they started to 
build slums out of scrap materials. One of the first shanty towns to be founded in this 
way was Carrières Centrales. These slums, which later became a breeding ground for 
the Moroccan struggle for independence, were inhabited by jobless rural migrants and 
poor laborers from the nearby power plant Centrales Thermiques des Roches Noires 
(Adam 1968b). Despite the fact that several attempts have been made to move the 
inhabitants to social housing projects, the shanty towns continue to exist to this day. 
This is the case with many slums. A great exception is the shanty town of Ben MSick, a 
large shanty town which disappeared completely and its inhabitants were successfully 
re-housed in Hay Moulay Rachid (Adam 1950; Benkirane 1993).
Carrières centrales – Casablanca’s largest slum area – once the centre of Morocco’s inde- X
pendence movement.
At the end of the Protectorate probably some 150,000 people were living in shanty 
towns. However, we would make a great mistake if we assumed that the rest of the 
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population was living under normal conditions. According to a survey held in 1959, 
three years after the Protectorate, two-thirds of Casablanca’s inhabitants lived in poor, 
heavily overcrowded dwellings (Ferrad 1998). Moreover, the population census of 1960 
indicated that Casablanca’s dwellings were badly equipped: 34 per cent had no kitchen 
and almost half of all households had no sanitary fittings at all at their disposal. Fur-
thermore, 8.7 per cent of the households had no electricity at their disposal, 10 per 
cent lacked a private toilet and a shocking 29.4 per cent of households did not possess 
running water. Clearly a much larger proportion of Casablanca’s population was living 
under terrible circumstances than those who were housed in the slums (Ferrad 1998).
Table 2.3.  Percentage of Casablanca’s households without basic provisions in their dwelling, 
1960.
No kitchen No running water No electricity No sanitation No private toilet
34.4% 29.4% 8.7% 49.1% 10%
Source: Calculations on the basis of RGPH 1960.
2.4 The post-colonial history of Casablanca
“When France was no longer able to keep the governmental vehicle on the road, she aban-
doned it, leaving the motor running. The Moroccans climbed in and drove off in the same 
direction but with even greater speed.”
Paul Bowl, 1982 (quoted in Brown 2007:116)
During the Protectorate, Dar el Beida had become the infrastructural, industrial, com-
mercial and financial center of the country, attracting some two-thirds of all new invest-
ments into the country (Hance 1970). Casablanca had literally become the economic 
heart of Morocco. This economic primacy went hand-in-hand with demographic pre-
ponderance. During the Protectorate, Casablanca’s population had grown enormously. 
Whereas in 1907 the city had counted only 25,000 inhabitants, in 1960 Dar el Beida 
had become a metropolis of about one million city dwellers. In this period, Casablanca 
had been transformed from a modest Moroccan port town into the fourth metropolis of 
Africa, after Cairo, Alexandria and Cape Town (Noin 1965). The monstrous growth in 
population had been accompanied by a significant extension of the city’s size. In 1907, 
the city covered some 47 hectares ; in 1936 the built-over urban area encompassed 
1940 hectares and in 1960 Casablanca had reached 4490 hectares (Rochd 1988). The 
following statistics give an idea of what such a huge urban surface area comprises : 
In 1959, Casablanca’s roads had a total length of 1100 kilometers, the sewer system 
counted some 650 kilometers, the water pipes 834 kilometers and the electricity net-
work some 1151 kilometers (Adam 1968b).
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During independence Casablanca continued its rapid growth. Today, the city has 
about three million habitants and the city’s surface area reached 15,000 hectares in 
1996 (Kaioua 1996). The rapid expansion of the city re-awakened a great number of old 
urban problems and also created some new ones. Casablanca’s street plan, for exam-
ple, was in need of rationalization again. The so-called Schéma Directeur, designed 
by the French architect Pinceau in 1984, encompassed the major urban reorganiza-
tions that Casablanca underwent in the post-colonial era of the twentieth century. 
However, the metropolis at the Atlantic Ocean also underwent political reorganization. 
In order to keep the growing metropolis governable several different political subdivi-
sions developed during independence. The creation of the prefectures, the Wilaya,17 
and the over-arching province Grand Casablanca, as well as the shifting of communes 
and arrondissements all aimed to improve Casablanca’s governability. These and other 
political improvements can be seen as successful to some degree as political responsi-
bility was redistributed in a more sophisticated way. However, urban and administra-
tive changes did not automatically result in an improved social climate. In particular, 
the fate of the city’s sub-classes seems to have hardly altered.
During independence, shanty towns continued to exist and unemployment and 
underemployment remained very high. The causes of these problems were not new: 
in the post-colonial era, Casablanca is still not able to employ, feed and lodge a large 
number of the city’s inhabitants in a decent way (Laoudi 2001). This is especially true 
for rural-to-urban migrants. The absence of a decent welfare system precludes a redis-
tribution of wealth, and as a result shanty towns continue to exist next to residential 
neighborhoods. It is clear that the risk for potential social unrests remains high as the 
gap between rich and poor stays so large and confronting (Marshall Johnson 1970). Not 
only wealth and income but also opportunities for future success are badly distributed 
and the chances for the poor may have decreased even further during independence.
Traffic chaos and the growing distance between the ville nouvelle and the Old Medina 
on the one side and the new suburbs on the other side meant that the city center 
became less accessible than ever before. This was especially true for slum dwellers, as 
their dwellings were relocated time and again further away from the city center, result-
ing in this group of the population became more marginalized. This is even truer if we 
consider that slum dwellers had the least financial resources at their disposal. They were 
often unable to take a taxi or a bus to the city center, while an exhausting walk to the 
Old Medina, to the labor-offering industrial districts Roches Noires, Aïn Seba, Bernoussi, 
took hours for many slum dwellers who lived in the southern or western parts of the 
city. This further decreased the slum dwellers’ chances in the labor market.
Casablanca has become a city with two different faces. On the one side, the city, 
with its modern ocean port, widespread industry, business centers, expensive hotels 
and large shopping centers (Twin Centre, Prince Moulay Abdellah) and entertainment 
districts (Ain Diab), is a place of chances, hope and progress. On the other side, Casa-
blanca is a place of disillusionment, embitterment and lost hopes. Some 25 per cent 
of the city’s population lives in shanty towns and officially more than 20 per cent 
is unemployed (Ghannam 2005). In 1992, it was evaluated that 62,720 of Morocco’s 
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160,300 slum households were settled in the Région du Centre; 81.4 per cent of them 
were located in Grand Casablanca (Ait Hammou, 2001). Dar el Beida is the city which 
attracted the greatest number of rural-to-urban migrants, since these former peasants 
and agricultural laborers expected to be able to improve their lives in this metropolis. 
In this way Casablanca was a city of hope. However, given the fact that in 1992 Casa-
blanca had as many as 280 different shanty towns, many urban in-migrants must have 
become disillusioned shortly after their arrival (Ait Hammou 2001).
The disillusionment and the embitterment are reflected in the bomb attacks of the 
new millennium. It is no coincidence that the attackers originated from Casablanca’s 
shanty towns. Since the offenders were Salafists, the bomb attacks can equally be 
interpreted as violent revolts against the Moroccan government, which was unable to 
employ and house these people in a decent way. The Moroccan government seems to 
have regularly neglected the problems of this fringe group completely. In the 1980s, 
for example, when King Hassan II ordered the construction of the third largest mosque 
in the world in Casablanca, hundreds of millions of Moroccan Dirhams were collected 
in order to realize this prestigious project. If we consider that at this time hundreds of 
thousands city dwellers were living in misery, the enormous amount of money could 
have been used in a better way.
Nevertheless, like the French administration before, the Moroccan government has 
tried to find solutions for the extraordinary high unemployment rate and the housing 
problems in Casablanca. It has tried to slow down rural-to-urban migration and move 
slum dwellers to public housing projects. However, rural-to-urban migration contin-
ued and increased even further, at least in the first decades of independence. Social 
housing projects were unsuccessful, as each time only part of the slum dwellers were 
moved and the hovels were not destroyed, leaving them open to use again, mostly by 
new rural-to-urban migrants. However, there were more obstacles which contributed 
to the survival and extension of the shanty towns. Abdelmajid Ferrad mentions in his 
dissertation about the French policy concerning housing problems in Casablanca, for 
example, the post-colonial attempts to move the inhabitants of the slums of Carrières 
Centrales to the working class area of Sidi Bernousi. The aim was to give all slum 
dwellers decent living accommodation. However, only a small number of them actually 
moved to Sidi Bernoussi. In fact, other people with better and more secured revenues 
bought up the newly constructed dwellings designed to become the new homes of 
the former inhabitants of Carrières Centrales (Ferrad 1998). Although the re-housing 
project began in the latter part of the 1950s the shanty town still exists today. Corrup-
tion seems to destroy the realization of a great many programs. Clearly, bribes made it 
possible for normal citizens to buy the apartments in Sidi Bernoussi, which had been 
reserved for slum dwellers alone. Corruption also appears to be destroying the ambi-
tious government project Villes sans Bidonvilles, which aims to eradicate Casablanca’s 
slums before the year 2012 (Banque Mondial & Royaume du Maroc 2006).
A last problem we want to consider is the traffic problem in Casablanca. Already 
from the 1970s on, Casablanca’s growing population has been confronted with traf-
fic congestion. Diverse solutions have been proposed in order to stop the chaos on 
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the roads. In 1976, the first research was conducted in order to ameliorate traffic in 
Casablanca. The final report of this research concluded that an extension and amel-
ioration of public transport was necessary to improve Casablanca’s transport. It was 
observed at this time that the population of Morocco’s economic capital was keen to 
see the construction of a metro. Several times Casablanca’s city council announced 
the building of a subway, but a lack of money meant these plans were always delayed 
(Troin 1993). However, in 2009, the Moroccan government began the construction 
of a tramway system, which was due to open for use in 2012. In addition, the new-
est Schema Directeur mentions the construction of a rapid transit rail system (RER), 
which will connect Mohammedia, Anfa, Bouskoura and Nouaceur (Royaume du Maroc 
2008). Yet, the subway project has been postponed once again. According to the latest 
information in the Moroccan press, the subway, which aims to connect Ain Diab, the 
city center and El Fida, with more remote city districts like Ben Msick, Hay Moulay 
Rachid and Sidi Moumen, will not be realized before the year 2017 (Amourag 2008). 
Nevertheless, the construction of the tram could end the isolation of the people living 
in Casablanca’s suburbs, provided that the ticket prices are affordable for the lower 
social classes. If this is the case, the living conditions of Dar el Beida’s population will 
improve considerably.

3 The Demographic 
Development of Casablanca
“Casablanca – chosen to be the large port of Morocco and thereby the main industrial centre 
of the country – is the leading centre of immigration, the great receiver of uprooted rural and 
urban populations.”
Robert Escallier (1981:173)
3.1 Demographic shifts on Moroccan soil
The demographic changes which occurred in Casablanca during the twentieth century 
cannot be understood without some insight into the population development of the 
country as a whole. During this modern epoch of Moroccan history three major demo-
graphic shifts took place: a relocation of the population from the inlands to the coastal 
plains, a rising urban population and a gradual decline in, successively, mortality and 
fertility – the so-called ‘demographic transition’, causing a steep rise in total popula-
tion. Casablanca’s maturation can be viewed in the light of these three interlinked 
demographic developments. Finally, there is a fourth demographic phenomenon – in-
ternational migration – which deeply infl uenced the population development of Casa-
blanca and to which we should pay some attention in this fi rst section as its causes and 
consequences go far beyond the city’s borders.
In pre-modern times, i.e. before the arrival of the French and Spanish colonizers, 
the largest part of Morocco’s population was concentrated inland of the country: in the 
cities of Fès, Mèknes and Marrakech and in the mountainous areas of the Eastern Rif 
and Anti-Atlas. By contrast, the fertile coastal plains, which were more suited for agri-
culture, were sparsely populated. This was the domain of Arab-speaking stockbreeders 
and corn growers, whereas the mountainous regions were the home of Berber-talking 
farmers (Obdeijn, De Mas & Hermans 2002). At least two arguments can be put forward 
to explain this apparently paradoxical spatial distribution of the population. First of all, 
life in the fertile coastal plains was very insecure, as these areas were often invaded 
by foreign enemies. The mountainous regions, by contrast, offered more protection as 
64 | The Demographic Development of Casablanca
they were easier to defend. It was not surprising, then, that many Moroccans opted for 
the security of life in the mountains. The second reason that the fertile coastal plains 
were relatively sparsely populated follows from the first. As the mountainous areas 
were difficult to invade, the Sultan was unable to control the people who lived there 
and therefore these people could evade paying their taxes to the sovereign, something 
which was almost impossible on the coastal plains, where the Sultan’s troops could 
easily enter villages and cities (Obdeijn, De Mas & Hermans 2002).
As the Moroccan Sultans never managed to control all the Berber tribes of the 
Atlas and Rif and foreign powers kept invading coastal villages and cities, it was only 
during the French Protectorate that the major population shift from the inland to the 
Atlantic coast commenced. At the dawn of the twentieth century, only 20.3 per cent 
of the Moroccan population lived in the coastal regions, whereas 33.1 per cent of 
Moroccans lived in the mountains at that time (Nachoui 1994). The French pacifica-
tion transformed the littoral once and for all into a safe region and tax avoidance in the 
mountains became impossible as the French conquered the whole country, eventually 
controlling even the most remote settlements. In this way, the ancient benefits of life 
inland drifted away; at the same time overpopulation and droughts were causing seri-
ous problems to agriculture, driving the people out of these regions.
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Graph 3.1. Urbanization in Morocco, 1900-2004.
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The politics of Resident-General Lyautey shifted the economic heart of Morocco from 
Fès to Casablanca and the administration of the country shifted from Marrakech to 
Rabat. As a result, Morocco’s former periphery turned into the new heartland, throw-
ing the whole country out of balance (Nachoui 1998). Strong migration from the inland 
to the labor- demanding Atlantic coast was an inevitable outcome (Escallier, 1981). 
The developing infrastructure, which brought down the costs and risks of transporta-
tion, facilitated this population movement, which continues today (De Haas 2003). 
Gradually the population map of Morocco was mirrored during the twentieth century: 
the population density of the formerly sparsely populated littoral augmented quickly, 
while population growth in the overcrowded inland stopped or slowed down sharply 
through out-migration, giving the littoral the possibility to equal and finally surpass the 
population density of the hinterland. At the end of the Protectorate, already one third of 
Morocco’s population lived somewhere on the Atlantic coast and this percentage would 
climb further in the latter part of the century (Awad 1964).
The majority of unskilled migrants from the countryside ended up in the fast grow-
ing cities on the Atlantic coast, i.e. in Casablanca, Rabat, Salé, Kenitra and Agadir 
(Benabdeljalil 1984; Escallier 1981). Rising urbanization, then, is the second character-
istic of Morocco’s modern population history. Whereas around 1900 only 8 per cent of 
the population lived in urban areas, by the end of the Protectorate this had risen to 29 
per cent and, in 2004, as much as 55.1 per cent of the Moroccan population was city 
dwellers (Nachoui 1994; Comité Directeur 2006). Thus, Morocco has been transformed 
from a rural into an urban society. It is important to note that the size of the urban 
population growth varied considerably from town to town and from city to city. Indeed, 
Morocco’s urbanization was a very uneven process in which Casablanca clearly took 
the lead (Escallier 1981). However, Casablanca was surely not the only Moroccan city 
which grew at an amazing speed during the twentieth century. Several towns arose ex 
nihilo, such as Kenitra (Port Lyautey), which was originally named after its founder, 
the celebrated French Resident-General Lyautey. At the 1960 census, Kenitra counted 
already 55,905 inhabitants, whereas half a century before only one Kasbah had been 
located at this site. Kenitra’s growth has slowed down considerably in the last decades. 
Rabat, the new national capital, was also among Morocco’s fast growing cities and in 
the latter part of the twentieth century its growth rate occasionally even surpassed 
that of Casablanca (Awad 1964). Today, however, the capital has an almost stationary 
population with a growth rate of 0.1 per cent a year (Comité Directeur 2006).
It is remarkable that the former capitals of Fes and Marrakech show almost the 
opposite development of the cities on the Atlantic coast. While the population of Mar-
rakech and Fes developed only very slowly during the Protectorate – a time when Casa-
blanca and Rabat enjoyed their population explosions – today, they are growing again 
at a substantial rate. In a reversal of fortunes, the population growth of Dar el Beida 
and the country’s capital have slowed down significantly. The reasons for this opposite 
development are both logical and well-known. Casablanca and Rabat attracted many 
Moroccans from Fez and Marrakech, when the administration and businesses were 
relocated from the former capitals to the Atlantic coast (Escallier 1980). As Rabat and 
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Casablanca became increasingly saturated in the latter part of the twentieth century, 
Fes and Marrakech enjoyed an economic revival, thanks to a policy of decentralization 
and rising international tourism, amongst other things. This positive development has 
attracted many migrants from the surrounding countryside, resulting in an increased 
population growth (Berriane 2002; Troin 2002).
According to the statisticians of the Centre d’Ėtudes et de Récherches Démographiques 
(CERED) in Rabat, 34-40 per cent of Morocco’s rapid urban population growth during 
the period of independence, can be ascribed to rural-to-urban migrations (Comité Direc-
teur 2006). The other part of the growth is due to a natural increase in population, i.e. 
the result of the positive disparity between fertility and mortality.19 This disparity grew 
during the demographic transition, the third major discontinuity in Morocco’s modern 
population history. The demographic transition is the change from a Malthusian period 
of high fertility and high mortality to a modern period of low mortality and low fertility 
(Engelen 1987: Kirk 1996). This transformation is the result of ameliorations in hygiene 
and health, on the one side, and the decline of nuptiality and the introduction of birth 
control on the other side (Fargues 1991).
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Graph 3.2. The demographic transition in Morocco, 1950-2005.
A brief look at the development of the demographic transition in Morocco (graph 3.2), 
makes clear that the country belongs more to the Developing World than to the Occi-
dent, as both mortality and fertility only started to decline in the course of the twen-
tieth century and population growth was high during the latter part of the twentieth 
century. That said, population growth was considerably lower than in Sub-Saharan 
Africa and some other Arabic countries in the Middle East (Dittgen 1997).
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In Morocco, mortality started to decline during the French Protectorate, as a result 
of improved living conditions (primarily a major amelioration in hygiene), the introduc-
tion of structural vaccination programs and the draining of marshes in coastal regions. 
Through these measures endemic and epidemic diseases like cholera, typhoid fever 
and smallpox declined rapidly and life expectancy at birth started to increase substan-
tially (Lentjes 1981). After independence, this positive trend continued as medical care 
improved and the mortality rate declined from 19 deaths per 1000 inhabitants in 1960 
to 5.8 deaths per 1000 inhabitants in 2001, while life expectancy rose simultaneously 
from 47 to 70 years. This steep rise in life expectancy is largely the result of a strong 
decrease in infant mortality. Whereas in 1962, out of every 1000 births, 149 babies did 
not reach their first birthday, in 2004 this number had fallen to 47.6 per 1000 births 
(Comité Directeur 2006; Ben Cheikh 1995).
Fertility only started to decrease in the late 1970’s, following a decline in nuptiality 
and the introduction of birth control. In Tunisia the decline in fertility had started some-
what earlier, thanks to the large-scale introduction of family planning programs after 
independence and the relatively quick emancipation of Tunisian women. In Algeria, 
by contrast, fertility decline started later, largely because of earlier political resistance 
to birth control and large-scale family planning programs. In Algeria it was thought 
that ‘development’ was the best solution to the high fertility levels (Yaakoubd 1994). 
Rightly or wrongly, when fertility finally started to decrease there it happened much 
faster than in Morocco. The result was that, in 2000, the total fertility rate of Algerian 
women was somewhat lower than that of their Moroccan counterparts.
Fertility decline in Morocco may haven been early and slow in comparison to Algeria, 
however, when we compare the decrease in reproduction with the Western World, it was – 
as was also the case with mortality – rather late and fast (Cotts Watkins 1987). An average 
Moroccan woman in the early 1970s gave birth to approximately six children, whereas in 
Western Europe and the United States fertility levels were mostly beneath the replacement 
level, i.e. on average Western women gave birth to less than 2.1 children. From that point, 
however, fertility among Moroccan women dropped quickly, first in the cities, a little later 
at the countryside. In 2004, the total fertility rate had already fallen to 2.5; in the cities it 
was even lower, reaching the replacement level. In France, a similar change in reproduc-
tion took some 200 years; in Morocco it was only 30 (Ouadah-Bedidi & Vallin 2000).
The demographic transition caused a steep rise in population. Consequently, 1960s 
Morocco belonged to those countries with the highest population growth in the world 
(Obdeijn, De Mas & Hermans 2002). During the first part of the twentieth century, 
Morocco’s population increased from an estimated five million people in 1900 to about 
8,953,000 inhabitants in 1952; a little less than four million people had been added. 
However, in the latter part of the twentieth century, Morocco’s population began to 
grow at an amazing speed. Indeed, between 1952 and 2004 more than 20 million 
people were added to the total population of the country. Today Morocco is home 
to more than 30 million people. In the matter of a century, the country’s population 
has multiplied six fold. This strong increase in population caused great challenges, as 
economic development simply could not keep up with population growth (Escallier 
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1981). An economic survey by the World Bank in the early 1960s concluded that 
‘Morocco will continually find itself having to run faster in order to stand still.’ (Sabagh 
1993:30). However, from the 1970s, Morocco’s population explosion has slowly come 
to an end, thanks to the decline in fertility and ongoing emigration (Courbage 1996). 
This brings us to the last feature of Morocco’s modern population history: interna-
tional migration.
International migration has influenced Casablanca’s population development in 
various ways. In the first part of the twentieth century, it contributed greatly to the 
city’s population growth. During the Protectorate, Dar el Beida was the city where 
the greatest number of Europeans settled. After independence, however, international 
migration has slowed down Casablanca’s population growth considerably. First, the 
large European community left the city more or less completely. Second, since Casa-
blanca was the city with the greatest number of Jews in Morocco, the exodus to Israel 
was felt most in Dar el Beida. Third, more and more people from Casablanca went to 
Europe, especially to France, in order to start a new life as guest workers in the labor-
intensive branches of the economy. Fourth, international migration slowed down rural-
to-urban migration, as a considerable number of people who would normally have left 
the countryside for Casablanca chose instead to go to a European country. There was 
a greater demand for cheap, unskilled labor north of the Strait of Gibraltar and Europe 
offered better prospects, since wages there were considerably higher than in Morocco. 
However, international labor migration slowed down rural-to-urban migration in yet 
another way: through remittances. Thanks to these money transfers by family members 
abroad, a considerable section of the rural population was able to keep their heads 
above water (Obdeijn, De Mas & Hermans 2002).
3.2 Two centuries of ongoing population growth
In the past two centuries, Casablanca has transformed from an unimportant coastal 
settlement into one of the largest metropolises on the African continent. Equally, Dar el 
Beida has become one of the major urban areas in the Arabic world and its urban size 
exceeds even that of European capital cities like Paris, Madrid, Amsterdam and Brus-
sels. The surface area of Grand Casablanca is even larger than Greater London. How-
ever, in comparison with the three major African cities – Cairo (15.5 million), Lagos (9 
million) and Kinshasa (7.5 million) – Dar el Beida, with its three million inhabitants, 
still looks relatively small. Yet, within the Moroccan Kingdom it has been by far the 
largest city for some seven decades. In addition, since the 1960s it has been the most 
populous city of the Maghreb.
Casablanca’s urban primacy is all the more remarkable if we consider that a century 
ago Dar el Beida was a relatively unimportant city, with only about 25,000 inhabitants. 
At this time the ancient cities of Fes, Marrakech, Meknes, Rabat, Tetouan and Tangier 
were many times larger. It took only three decades for Casablanca to surpass them all 
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(see graph 3.3). First, Dar el Beida became the city with the largest European popula-
tion within Moroccan borders. This milestone was reached in 1907. Then, in the 1920s, 
it became home to the largest Jewish community in the country. In the 1930s, this large 
presence of Europeans and Jews helped Casablanca reach the first place among Moroc-
can cities. At the population census of 1936, the Muslim community of Marrakech was 
still somewhat larger than the one in Casablanca. However, the city quickly made up 
arrears and by the time of the population census of 1952 Casablanca had become home 
to 477,512 Muslims. This was more than twice the number of Marrakech, the second 
largest urban population in Morocco at this time. Within less than half a century, the 
explosive population growth of the coastal settlement of Dar el Beida had transformed 
it into the primate city of Casablanca.
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Graph 3.3.  The evolution of Casablanca’s population in comparison with three other Moroccan 
main cities, 1921-2004.
In the decades of independence, Dar el Beida kept on growing and at the start of the 
millennium the metropolis was home to about three million people. However, in the 
last 15 years Casablanca’s population growth has slowed down considerably, due to 
the strong decline in fertility and the decline in the city’s popularity among Moroccan 
country dwellers. Nevertheless, Casablanca still hosts more than twice the population 
of Rabat-Salé, which with slightly over one and a half million inhabitants has become 
Morocco’s second largest urban area. Although Casablanca’s population explosion 
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seems to have come to an end, the United Nations still predicts that the city will reach 
almost four million inhabitants in the year 2025.20
If we look at graph 3.4, which displays Casablanca’s population development between 
1836 and 2004, it is possible to distinguish at least five different phases of growth. In the 
first phase, which stretches from 1836 to 1907 – the moment at which the French arrived 
in Casablanca – absolute population increase was very small in comparison to what 
would follow. In the second phase, from 1907 to 1936, Casablanca’s population started 
to grow at an increasing speed. It was at the end of this epoch that Dar el Beida devel-
oped into Morocco’s largest city. In the third phase, which encompasses the late period 
of the Protectorate and the dawn of independence (1936-1960), a population explosion 
started. During this period, Casablanca became the largest city of the Maghreb and the 
third city of Africa. In the fourth phase, from 1960 to 1994, Casablanca’s population 
multiplied fourfold. Thus, it was during independence that the largest absolute increase 
in population occurred. However, in the fifth phase, from 1994 to the present day, popu-
lation growth slowed down considerably, giving other cities the possibility to catch up.
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Graph 3.4. Casablanca’s population development, 1836-2004.
Phase 1: 1836-1907
During the nineteenth century, Casablanca developed from an unimportant coastal 
settlement into a small port town with a fl ourishing international ocean trade. From 
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about 1850 onwards a relatively strong population growth occurred. This slowed down 
slightly in the 1860s and 1870s but peaked in the last decades of the nineteenth century 
(Adam 1968a). The number of inhabitants grew from about 700 in 1836 to some 21,000 
inhabitants at the dawn of the twentieth century. The signaled population growth seems 
to have occurred, primarily, as a result of the constant urban in-migration of Muslim 
country dwellers, Jewish traders from competing port towns like Rabat, Azemmour 
and Mazagan (El Jadida) and, fi nally, European entrepreneurs and merchants. On the 
whole, the Muslim country dwellers originated from the surrounding countryside, i.e. 
from the Chaouia region (Noin 1965). However, there were already migrants from the 
Doukkala and Tadla and even before the turn of the century the fi rst Chleuh Berbers 
arrived in Casablanca from the Souss and Draa, a group which would become famous 
for the businesses they developed with their grocer’s shops (Adam 1968a; 1973).
If we look at the causes and consequences of the rural-urban migration process, we 
trace many analogies between the nineteenth and the twentieth century. As has been 
the case in the twentieth century, nineteenth century migrants settled in Casablanca in 
search of work. The people from the south were already driven away from their home 
region by famine and drought (Adam 1968a). No less remarkable is the fact that a 
serious housing problem arose in the course of the nineteenth century. Consequently, 
incoming migrants built noualas (huts of branches or reeds) at empty spaces in the 
Tnaker district or outside the city walls along the incoming roads from the countryside. 
In 1896 it was estimated that approximately 6000 rural migrants lived in noualas in 
and outside the city. Important to note, is that these inhabitants are not included in 
the estimations of Casablanca’s total population (Adam 1968a). Thus, unrestrained 
in-migration, resulting in a strong population growth, was already causing problems 
for Casablanca’s urban development in the course of the nineteenth century. In this 
way, the noualas can be regarded as forerunners of Casablanca’s future shanty towns 
(Adam 1968a).
Next to urban in-migration, natural population growth may equally have influenced 
total population growth. Unfortunately, we do not possess much data on fertility and 
mortality for this phase of Casablanca’s population history. That said, it is clear that 
the demographic transition had not yet started, as epidemics were still occurring very 
frequently during the nineteenth century. André Adam, Jean Louis Miège and Eugène 
Hugues, for example, all report on a great number of epidemics in the latter part of 
the nineteenth century, in particular outbreaks of cholera, as well as typhoid fever and 
smallpox (Adam 1968a; Miège & Hugues 1954). These epidemics were, on the one 
hand, the result of bad hygiene conditions in the densely populated Medina; on the 
other hand, they were caused by under-nourishment in times of agricultural crises. 
Repeated severe cholera epidemics occurred in the 1860s and the latter part of the 
1870s after heavy periods of drought and crop failure (Adam 1968a). It is very likely 
that natural population growth was very limited in this early phase of Casablanca’s 
urban expansion, since mortality and fertility were still at Malthusians levels (Adam 
1968a; Miège & Hugues 1957).21 The total population growth between 1836 and 1907, 
therefore, can be explained almost exclusively on the basis of urban in-migration.
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Phase 2, 3 and 4: 1907-1994
With the arrival of the French, Casablanca entered the world news for the fi rst time. 
The seizure of Dar el Beida made the way free for the French Protectorate. The events 
of 1907 marked the start of half a century of dependence on France, something that, in 
fact, the city of Casablanca was to profi t greatly from. It is not for nothing that Fernand 
Joly and André Adam both state that without the presence of the Europeans, and espe-
cially the French, Dar el Beida would undoubtedly have remained a small and unim-
portant settlement (Joly 1948:121-122; Adam 1968b:22). Between 1907 and 1912, the 
basis of Casablanca’s future expansion was created. As we saw in the previous chap-
ter, this had much to do with the arrival of European migrants, who were primarily of 
French origin. Indeed, the statistics clearly reveal that Casablanca formed a focal point 
of attraction for European immigrants in Morocco. In 1914, already 48,555 Europeans 
lived in Morocco, of which some 64 per cent resided in Dar el Beida (Adam 1968a).
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Graph 3.5. Casablanca’s total population per segment, 1907-1960.
The attraction of Casablanca has, of course, much to do with the fact that because of 
the presence of the French army it was one of the few cities – before the signing of 
the Protectorate – in which the life of Europeans was secure. In addition, Casablanca 
had become the prime port city of Morocco, which effectively meant that Dar el Beida 
had already become the center of the country’s international commerce. Moreover, 
even before the landing of the French troops, the city had been home to a considerable 
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number of Europeans. Yet, as Jean-Louis Cohen and Monique Eleb correctly noted, 
the unequal division of Europeans across the country was also a result of the fact that 
Casablanca had become legendary, following the events of 1907 and the bombastic 
way in which they were presented in Europe and especially in France (Cohen & Eleb 
2002). Certainly, the idea that Casablanca might become the center of an imagined ‘El 
Dorado’ could well have attracted even more immigrants at this early stage of colonial 
occupation (Swearingen 1988; Pascal 2006).
Since many of the newly arrived foreigners were wealthy and dynamic citizens, a 
concentration of capital and investment occurred in Casablanca. Initially, the Europe-
ans invested more or less exclusively in real estate but shortly after the signing of the 
Protectorate they also started to invest, on a large scale basis, in industry and business. 
The result was that Casablanca became the economic capital of Morocco. Through the 
building of Casablanca’s modern artificial ocean port and the rise of the country’s first 
factories, the city attracted more and more Moroccan, Jewish and European migrants. 
As a result, the population exploded, with the town growing from some 59,000 inhabit-
ants in 1913 to 965,277 residents at the first national population census in 1960.
If we consider the three segments of Casablanca’s population distinctly, we observe 
great differences in population development. In comparison with the Muslim segment, 
the European and Jewish parts of the population grew only slowly in the period 1907-
1960. This lower population growth among the Europeans is, primarily, the result of the 
fact that their fertility was many times lower. However, if we look at the diverse stages 
of population growth within this period, we see that the European population grew, 
initially, at a much higher pace than the Muslim population. As previously mentioned, 
the events of 1907 triggered a strong immigration of Europeans, as they expected that 
Morocco would become a future French colony. However, between 1913 and 1921, the 
population growth of Europeans slowed down a little. This has, firstly, to do with the 
First World War. In this period, France was in need of a great number of young men 
to serve at the front (Nachoui 1994). Yet, the population growth of Muslims and Jews 
also slowed down somewhat between 1913 and 1921. Perhaps more remarkable is the 
fact that between 1921 and 1926 Casablanca’s foreign population diminished, while 
the number of Muslims grew slowly. Population growth among the Jews, by contrast, 
clearly accelerated, only experiencing a slowdown in the next stage of Casablanca’s 
maturation process.
André Adam explains the decline in the European population between 1921 and 
1926 by the high inflation which occurred during this period (Adam 1968b). Mustapha 
Nachoui, in contrast, is of the opinion that the decrease in the European population has 
everything to do with what the French euphemistically called ‘pacification’ but was, in 
fact, a bloody war of resistance in the remote regions of Morocco. Indeed, some Berber 
tribes in the bled el-siba (the part of Morocco that had always been beyond the control 
of the Moroccan Sultans) fought until the last moment to preserve their independence. 
It was only in 1936 – 24 years after the signing of the Protectorate – that the pacifica-
tion process was concluded (Rivet 2004). During this process, the French and Spanish 
troops had to rely, largely, on field troops, since the Aït Attah and other rebellious 
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tribes hid in such inhospitable regions that tanks and other military vehicles could 
not reach the battlefield. Under these conditions, the French army leaders conscripted 
huge numbers of young men. The result of this massive conscription is, according to 
Nachoui, reflected in the decrease of the European population between 1921 and 1926. 
We agree with Nachoui, but add that this was also the time of the war in the Rif. In 
this period, the French were fighting on two fronts: in the French and the Spanish 
Zone. The Spanish Army was defeated in 1921 by the troops of the Riffian rebel leader 
Abdelkrim al-Khattabi. In order to preserve power in their own zone – many tribes 
there supported the rebellious Riffians – the French started a war against Abdelkrim, 
which was ultimately won in 1926 (Obdeijn, De Mas & Hermans 2002). In our view, the 
double military effort explains the diminution of the European population. The number 
of Europeans rose again after 1926, while the war of pacification in the French zone 
would go on for ten years.
From 1936 on, we observe that all parts of the population start to grow at a higher 
rate. However, it is the Muslim part of the population that caused a population explo-
sion in the period 1936-1952. This has everything to do with a great number of droughts 
and crops failures (in particular 1935, 1937 and 1944-45) which drove people out of 
the countryside and in the direction of the economic heart of the country, where they 
hoped to find a job in the ocean port or the up and coming industry (Nachoui 1994). 
However, an even greater number of them ended up in Casablanca’s shanty towns. 
Indeed, the total number of slum dwellers grew from some 50,000 in 1936 to 140,950 
in 1953 (Noin 1965; Cohen & Eleb 2002).
Table 3.1. Casablanca’s population growth per segment and per period.
Total population Muslims Jews Foreigners
1907-1913 136.0% 57.9% 80.0% 1915.8%
1913-1921 64.5% 62.6% 44.6% 75.0%
1921-1926 9.8% 6.9% 49.8% -0.8%
1926-1931 50.5% 63.4% 2.4% 58.0%
1931-1936 60.5% 71.5% 93.4% 31.6%
1936-1951/52 165.1% 223.9% 93.7% 85.1%
1951/52-1960 41.5% 64.7% -3.7% -15.0%
Absolute increase in 
population (1907-1960)
+940.277 +759.780 +67.026 +113.471
% of total population 
growth (1907-1960)
– 80.8% 7.1% 12.1%
Source: Adam, A. (1968). Essai sur la transformation de la société marocaine au contact de 
l’Occident. Paris: Éditions du Centre National de la Recherche Scientifi que, 149.
Given that the population growth of both Europeans and Jews had remained behind 
after 1936, they became ever smaller minorities in the latter part of the Protectorate. 
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After independence this became even truer. Table 3.1 shows us that while the Muslim 
population grew strongly between 1952 and 1960, a population decline occurred in 
the European and Jewish communities. Emigration to, respectively, Europe and Israel 
explain this population drop. The safety of Europeans had decreased considerably, and 
as a result, many people decided to return to their home country. Moroccan Jews, like 
their religious counterparts elsewhere in the world, started to head to their Promised 
Land: the newly founded state of Israel. As a result of continuous out-migration by 
Moroccan Jews and Europeans, Casablanca’s population, after 1970, was comprised 
almost entirely of Muslim city dwellers.
Due to growing urban in-migration and, in particular, an inclining natural popula-
tion growth Casablanca’s population continued to grow at an amazing speed in the 
first decades after the Protectorate. Although the number of rural-to-urban migrants 
who settled in Casablanca kept increasing till the 1970s, its relative importance had 
already begun to decline, as the contribution of natural population growth augmented 
(Escallier 1981). In the period up to 1970, birth rates stayed high, while mortality 
started to decrease further and further. Consequently, the rate of natural increase 
augmented.
Phase 5
When fertility fi nally started to decrease and Casablanca lost part of its attraction 
among rural migrants, the population explosion which had started in the 1930s seemed 
fi nally to have come to an end. Nevertheless, population growth has continued and it 
has been predicted by the United Nations that Casablanca will have some four million 
inhabitants in the year 2025.22 Although migration no longer has a major impact on 
Casablanca’s population growth, still more than 200,000 migrants entered Dar el Beida 
between 1999 – the moment when King Mohammed VI ascended the Moroccan throne 
– and the population census of 2004.23 This is still an immense number and indicates 
that Casablanca remains a major receiver of migrants.
3.3 A typiﬁ cation of the rural-to-urban migration movement
During the twentieth century, rural-to-urban migration played a key role in Morocco’s 
history. As we can see in table 3.2, ever greater numbers of country dwellers started 
to settle permanently in cities. Whereas in the period 1900-1912 some 7800 people 
were annually added to Morocco’s urban population through internal migration, this 
number rose to 193,000 per year between 1982 and 1994. As we have already seen, 
the majority of migrants fl ocked from the inner Moroccan countryside into the modern 
coastal cities in search for work.24 According to R. Escallier, the cities of Casablanca, 
Rabat and Kenitra absorbed some 53 per cent of all internal migrants in the period 
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1900-1971 (Escallier 1981). Of these new city dwellers, 37 per cent appear to have 
settled in Casablanca, 15 per cent chose to reside in Rabat and a minority headed for 
Kenitra (Kerzazi 2003). More than a million people moved from the Moroccan country-
side to Dar el Beida between the beginning of the twentieth century and 1980 (Escallier 
1981). It is important to note that Casablanca and Rabat did not attract the same kind 
of migrants. Whereas former peasants and agricultural laborers generally chose Casa-
blanca as a fi nal destination, Rabat attracted students, executive staff, public servants 
and soldiers (Kerzazi 2003). From a socio-economic point of view, urban in-migrants 
in Rabat are more highly educated and enjoy upward mobility more often than those 
in Casablanca.
Table 3.2. Annual net internal migration in urban Morocco.
Period Net internal migration in Morocco’s cities25
1900-1912 7,800
1912-1926 11,400
1926-1936 17,300
1936-1952 29,000
1952-1960 45,000
1960-1971 67,000
1971-1982 113,000
1982-1994 193,000
Sources: CERED, Croissance Démographiques et Développement du Monde Rural, page 37, 1995.
The socio-economic differences with respect to the urban in-migrants in Casablanca 
and Rabat have much to do with the diverging national functions of these two cities. 
Whereas Rabat serves as Morocco’s capital, Casablanca is the industrial hot spot of the 
country. In Casablanca we find a large ocean port and a significant number of Moroc-
co’s factories. Casablanca also serves as a national distribution center. It is the place 
where both Morocco’s imports and exports come together. In this sense, Casablanca is 
a city of laborers, traders and businessmen and -women. Rabat, by contrast, is a city of 
politicians and diplomats. Here we find the parliament, the ministries, diverse national 
offices, embassies, cultural institutions and so on. As a result, (future) proletarians 
make their way most often to Casablanca, whereas people with higher education and 
higher ambitions more often head for Rabat. That is why we conclude that Lyautey’s 
decision in 1913 to make Rabat the new capital of the country was a very clever move, 
at least from a demographic point of view. If Casablanca had become Morocco’s capital 
it would have without doubt also attracted a large number of those internal migrants 
which now choose Rabat as a final destination. This would have meant Casablanca 
encountering even more urban problems and that the number of slum dwellers would 
have been even larger than is the case today (Nachoui 1994).
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Map 3.1. Migration towards Casablanca, 1999-2004.
Map 3.1, which is based on the population census of 2004, gives a more detailed idea 
about the regions of origin of Casablanca’s urban in-migrants. Each dot on the map 
indicates how many people of the population of Casablanca (in 2004) were still liv-
ing in the indicated province five years earlier, in 1999 – at the moment Mohammed 
VI ascended the Moroccan throne. While we do not get an all-embracing picture of 
migration in the direction of Dar el Beida, since various temporary moves towards the 
economic heart of Morocco between 1999 and 2004 are not covered by this method, 
nevertheless, the applied method does provide us with an impression of the distribu-
tion of the regions of origin of Casablanca’s urban in-migrants. According to map 3.1, 
the majority of Casablanca’s recent urban in-migrants came from the Chaouia-Our-
digha region. The second and third regions of origin of the migrants are, respectively, 
Doukala-Abda and Sous-Massa-Draa. Only a small number of the migrants originated 
from the extreme east of the country (L’Oriental) and still fewer people came from the 
southern Sahara provinces (Guelmim-Es Semara, Laayoune-Boujour-Sakia el Hamra 
and Oued-Ed Dahab Laguira). Migrants from the northern Rif region are equally under-
represented. These figures are in line with comparable statistics for the first part of 
the twentieth century (Adam 1973; Kaioua 1996) and the 1960s and 1970s (Escallier 
1980). In this respect we observe strong continuity. The following quotation by André 
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Adam with respect to the origin of Casablanca’s migrants during the protectorate may 
underline this point of view further:
‘...the rural areas which contributed most heavily could roughly be delimited by a triangle of 
which the apex would be Casablanca, one side the Atlantic coast to the mouth of the Oued 
Draa, the other a line drawn to the bend of the Oued Draa, and the base the boundary of the 
Sahara, roughly indicated by the lower reaches of the Draa.’ (Adam 1973:325).
This description encompasses at least the following regions: Chaouia-Ouridgha, Dou-
kala-Abda, Souss-Massa-Draa and Marrakech-Tensif-Al Houaz. These regions delivered 
in total more than 60 per cent of Casablanca’s urban in-migrants in the period 1994-
2004.26
If we compare Rabat and Casablanca once again, but now from a geographic 
point of view, it is remarkable that a very high concentration of rural migrants from 
the nearby coastal plains i.e. Chaouia and Doukkala, settled in Casablanca, while 
people from all parts of the country resided in more balanced proportions in Rabat 
(Royaume du Maroc 1993a). This illustrates once again that Casablanca attracts, pri-
marily, former peasants and agricultural laborers, since the Chaouia and Doukkala 
are two of the most important agricultural regions of Morocco (Noin 1970 ). Notwith-
standing the fact that people with higher education head for the national capital, the 
majority of Rabat’s urban in-migrants also originate from the Moroccan countryside. 
This is not that strange if we consider that rural-to-urban migration is a reaction to 
the growing inequality in development between the countryside and the cities (Ben-
abdeljalil 1984). It is for this reason that rural-to-urban migration in Morocco has 
often been characterized as ‘a migration of poverty’ (Kerzazi 2003:127). Migrants 
left the countryside out of poverty; however, this poverty did not disappear in the 
cities.
Table 3.3. Birthplaces of Casablanca’s heads of households by district of residence in 1971.
Birthplaces
District of residence
Casablanca Other city Countryside
City Center 20% 45% 35%
Belvédère 14% 24% 62%
Roches Noires 14% 19% 67%
New Medina 18% 20% 62%
Cité Jemâa 18% 14% 68%
Hay Hassani 15% 10% 75%
Shanty town Ben M’Sik 15%  6% 79%
Shanty town Sidi Otmnân 11%  3% 86%
Source: Escallier, R. (1980). Espace urbaine et fl ux migratoires: Le cas de la métropole économique 
marocaine Casablanca. Méditerranée, 10.
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Above all, the lack of means of subsistence of rural-to-urban migrants is reflected in 
the presence of shanty towns and the growing informal sector of the economy. Table 
3.3, which shows the birthplaces of the heads of households of some of Casablanca’s 
city quarters, makes clear that shanty towns are primarily the domain of rural-to-
urban migrants. In 1971, respectively, 79 per cent and 86 per cent of the heads of 
households of the slums of Ben M’Sik and Sidi Othmân were born in the countryside. 
Nowhere else in the city was the share of former country dwellers so high. It is also 
remarkable that the city center (former ville nouvelle) and the city quarter Belvédère 
– city areas which were almost exclusively inhabited by the European middle-class 
and elite during the Protectorate – were hardly occupied by rural-to-urban migrants 
during the early decades of independence. This underlines once again the point of 
view that the majority of the rural-to-urban migrants ended up in the lowest strata of 
urban society.
However, some rural-to-urban migrants seem to have enjoyed remarkable social 
upward mobility, as they lived their urban life in places like Belvedère or the former 
ville nouvelle. Striking is the fact that this is especially true for some groups of migrants, 
who stem from the same area of birth. We find that the people from the Sous and Anti-
Atlas were many times more often in the city center than in peripheral working class 
areas and shanty towns. The opposite is true for the people from the nearby Chauoia 
and Doukkala regions. To some degree, the area of origin of Casablanca’s migrants 
predicts the social environment in which they live in Dar el Beida (Escallier 1981). 
This leads us to the conclusion that the social-economic assimilation process was more 
successful for migrants from certain regions. At first glance, the reasons for this remain 
obscure. According to the French geographer Robert Escallier, social connections and 
mutual aid among migrants from regions with preserved social structures have a strong 
positive effect on the assimilation process. Migrants from regions where modernization 
has destroyed the ancient social structures can no longer count on this kind of mutual 
help. As a consequence, migrants become uprooted upon their arrival in Casablanca 
and, as a result, their assimilation process fails. The inability to integrate becomes vis-
ible in their life in slums and other insalubrious peripheral working class areas (Escal-
lier 1981).
However, some kind of positive selection may also have caused unequal chances 
among rural-to-urban migrants: long-distance migrants may have been better prepared 
for the urban labor market, i.e. they may have had more human capital than other 
people from their home region and those rural-to-urban migrants from nearby regions 
who, more times than not, ended up in Casablanca’s shanty towns. It is remarkable 
that migrants from the distant Souss-Massa-Draa region thrived better in Casablanca 
than rural-to-urban migrants from the nearby Chaouia and Doukala regions, who one 
might expect to have had a much more realistic idea of what life was like in Casablanca. 
However, as the travel costs from the Chaouia and Doukala were very small, positive 
selection may have occurred foremost among longer-distance migrants. In other words, 
it can be argued that all kinds of people entered Dar el Beida from the nearby regions, 
whereas only those migrants with enough human capital – who were in this way well 
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prepared for the city’s urban labor market – left for Casablanca from the more remote 
regions. Those rural dwellers from more remote regions with less human capital did 
not move to Dar el Beida, since they simply could not afford to migrate over such a 
large distance.
The level of education – one of the indicators of human capital – can demon-
strate, to some degree, the disadvantages experienced by rural-to-urban migrants on 
the urban labor market. Although in the latter part of the twentieth century, the level 
of education among rural-to-urban migrants was somewhat higher than among rural 
dwellers who remained in the countryside (which again denotes that there was some 
kind of positive selection effect going on behind the migration process) illiteracy among 
urban in-migrants was considerably higher than among the native urban population 
(Royaume du Maroc 1993a). According to the population census of 1982, 82.1 per 
cent of Moroccan country dwellers were illiterate. This was only true for 69 per cent 
of urban dwellers, who had been born in the countryside (Royaume du Maroc 1993a). 
However, at that time, only 44 per cent of Morocco’s urban population was unable to 
read and write. This means that a considerably larger number of those urban dwellers 
who had been born in cities had attended school.27
Educational arrears and inferior financial resources are not the only reason why 
rural-to-urban migrants did not assimilate easily in Casablanca. High clustering among 
congeners in shanty towns and peripheral working class areas also explain some of the 
problems. Since the bulk of the new city dwellers lived, as a consequence of very lim-
ited financial resources or no resources at all, far away from the city center and since 
travel costs were relatively high, these new urban dwellers had little chance of escap-
ing their social environment. It was rare for slum dwellers to meet people from outside 
their own social group. That is one of the reasons why their chances of finding a job 
outside the informal sector of the economy were quite limited and why social upward 
mobility seems to have occurred only infrequently. Limited contacts with Casablanca-
born urban dwellers also have to do with problems related to communication. Many 
rural-to-urban migrants do not have a thorough command of Arabic or Darija (a Moroc-
can dialect of Arabic). They only speak the Berber language of their region of origin 
(Tarifit from the Rif, Tamazight from the Middle Atlas and parts of the High Atlas, 
or Tashelhit from the Souss, Anti-Atlas and Sahara). As a result, the only social con-
tacts that existed in Casablanca outside the family were contacts with rural-to-urban 
migrants from their own region of origin.
The density of rural-to-urban dwellers in shanty towns led to the so-called ‘ruraliza-
tion’ of Casablanca (Escallier 1981). Since new urban dwellers lived in self-built hovels 
in the peripheral districts of the city among other former country dwellers, hundreds 
of thousands new city dwellers persisted with a rural life style. This is visible in their 
traditional costumes, the cattle they keep, the typical rural names they choose for the 
children, etc. From a purely demographic point of view, it is clear why, in the course of 
the twentieth century, some kind of social crisis became inevitable in the city of Casa-
blanca: those rural-to-urban migrants who encountered the largest problems related to 
social-economic and cultural assimilation arrived in the largest numbers and produced 
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the most children. Because exactly this group of new city dwellers was also the most 
vulnerable segment of society – due to their very limited educational background, 
confined skills and their low financial resources – with hindsight it is logical that some 
kind of social crisis would evolve in the course of the twentieth century in the rising 
Moroccan metropolis at the Atlantic Ocean.
3.4  The long-term determinants of Casablanca’s population 
explosion
A lack of accurate statistics makes it diffi cult to determine with accuracy the relative 
contribution of, respectively, migration, mortality and fertility to Casablanca’s popula-
tion growth. This is especially true for the fi rst part of the twentieth century. The most 
reliable statistics are those concerning the European population. This has everything 
to do with the fact that, from 1915 on, it was only obligatory for Christian settlers to 
register births, deaths and marriages. Only during the last phase of the Protectorate 
– on 8 May 1950 to be precise – did the registration of these lifetime events become 
compulsory for Jews and Muslims (Royaume du Maroc 1960). Therefore, at best it is 
possible to give some estimation of fertility, nuptiality and mortality of the majority 
of the population during the Protectorate (Godefroy 1966).28 However, even during the 
fi rst decades of the post-colonial era the registry offi ce remains a relatively unreliable 
source. Still between 1987 and 1990 an important under registration of births and 
burials has been observed (Royaume du Maroc 1993b). Today, it is assumed that the 
registration of births and burials are more or less complete in the cities and under-
registration on any considerable scale is something which happens only in the Moroc-
can countryside.
Fortunately we have other sources at our disposal for the post-colonial period. From 
time to time, very useful demographic surveys were held, especially by the Direction de 
la Statistique. This is also the government department responsible for the population 
censuses, which were held, respectively, in 1960, 1971, 1982, 1994 and 2004. Much 
useful information can be derived from these censuses, not only about purely demo-
graphic matters but also about habitation and, more generally, about the quality of life 
of Casablanca’s city dwellers during the latter part of the twentieth century and the 
first years of the new millennium (see the previous and following chapters). Neverthe-
less, censuses were already being held during the Protectorate – the so-called ‘dénom-
brements’. These censuses contained only superficial information about Casablanca’s 
population, in comparison with the post-colonial recensements. The dénombrements, 
which were held in the French zone in 1921, 1926, 1931, 1936, 1947 and 1951-1952, 
are, nevertheless, essential for our research, since there are few other sources available 
which contain important information about Casablanca’s population development dur-
ing the first part of the twentieth century. The problem is, however, that some of these 
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censuses contain significant errors. In particular, the census of 1947 is considered to be 
completely unreliable (Adam 1968b).
Table 3.4. Population growth among Casablanca’s Muslim population.
Net-migration Natural population 
growth
Total population 
growth
Population growth due 
to urban In-migration
1910-1919 16,287 4,352 20,639 78.9%
1920-1929 39,338 10,608 49,946 78.8%
1930-1939 63,440 29,516 92,956 68.0%
1940-1949 127,162 72,843 200,005 64.0%
1950-1959 194,163 170,732 364,895 53.0%
1960-1971 225,931 315,165 541,096 41.8%
1971-1982 186,534 446,297 632,831 29.5%
Source: Godefroy, G. (1966). Les divers aspects de l’expansion démographique de Casablanca. Bul-
letin Economique et Social du Maroc, XXVIII, 27-28; RGPH 1971; RGPH 1982.
Yet even for the post-colonial period we trace conflicting statistics. Given that, in most 
cases, we are unable to control which statistics are the most reliable, we made our 
judgments by comparing other figures from other sources. We are sure that the most 
statistics we present in this work are reliable, in the sense that they do not deviate 
enormously from reality. However, at the same time, we present no figures which 
are completely accurate. Even the statistics which we derived from the post-colonial 
censuses are to be treated with caution. The problem lies in the simple fact that it 
remains very difficult to count people and register life-time events in an overcrowded 
metropolis like Casablanca, where a considerable part of the population lives in shanty 
towns and so-called ‘habitat clandestin’. For this reason, the most reliable population 
statistics we reveal originate from demographic surveys. However, since only a part 
of the population is surveyed it is very important to make sure that representation is 
guaranteed. To be honest, it is very hard to judge if this is always the case with the 
surveys we used for our statistics. Therefore, we reiterate that all the figures we present 
in this work must be treated with some caution, even though the majority does not 
deviate from reality.
Despite these restrictions, we possess some estimates that suggest very plausibly 
that Casablanca’s population growth was, at least during the first part of the twentieth 
century, primarily the result of rural-to-urban migration. According to table 3.4 and 
graph 3.6, which are based on the pioneering work of G. Godefroy and the popula-
tion censuses of 1971 and 1982, during the Protectorate many times more people were 
added to Casablanca’s population by urban in-migration than by natural population 
growth. Moreover, it is clear that absolute net-migration increased constantly until the 
1960s. Whereas net-migration added up to 16,287 people in the 1910s, four decades 
later, in the 1950s, this number had been multiplied by nearly twelve. However, the 
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disparity between mortality and fertility grew even faster and, as a result, natural popu-
lation growth became more important than urban in-migration during independence.
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letin Economique et Social du Maroc, XXVIII, 27-28; RGPH 1971; RGPH 1982.
Graph 3.6. Population growth among Casablanca’s Muslim population.
The observed relative decline in the impact of urban in-migration should not be sur-
prising. Natural population growth is ceteris paribus always lighter in smaller popula-
tions than in larger ones, for the simple reason that in smaller populations the number 
of women is less than in large populations, while the weight of the migration is higher 
in smaller populations, as the geographic unit is made up of only a few people (Pacione 
2005). However, in the long run the contribution of migration to population growth 
becomes hidden in the outcomes of the statistical analysis, since natural increase acts 
as the multiplier effect on migration. It is, therefore, unremarkable that in the course 
of the twentieth century an ever larger proportion of Casablanca’s population growth 
can be ascribed to natural population growth. In fact, in the latter part of the twentieth 
century, Casablanca counted many more inhabitants than had been the case on the 
eve of the Protectorate. Nevertheless, it is true that natural population growth acceler-
ated from the 1930s on, as a consequence of a decline in mortality (Adam 1968b). In 
addition, we observe an absolute decline in net migration during the 1970s. However, 
due to a lack of reliable statistics, it is hard to determine whether the latter trend has 
continued in the past decades.
Since table 3.4 and graph 3.6 do not allow us to make a distinction between rural-to-
urban and urban-to-urban migration, we present graph 3.7 which shows, per segment, 
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the birthplaces of Casablanca’s heads of households in, respectively, 1952, 1960 and 
1971. In 1952, only 8.2 per cent of the heads of households were born in Casablanca, 
8.4 per cent originated from other Moroccan cities and an astonishing 85.3 per cent was 
born in the Moroccan countryside. These figures underline, in an unchallengeable way, 
that rural-to-urban migration has played a key role in Casablanca’s population explo-
sion. However, the percentage of former country dwellers decreased further and further 
during the latter part of the twentieth century, while the proportion of people who 
were born in Casablanca grew considerably. This indicates again, that natural increase 
became a gradually more important determinant of Casablanca’s population growth 
than rural-to-urban migration. In addition, the pie charts clearly reveal an incline in the 
importance of urban-to-urban migration in Casablanca’s demographic development. 
The percentage of the heads of households born in another city grew continuously 
between 1952 and 1971. A rising proportion of urban-born dwellers, in combination 
with a decreasing percentage of former country dwellers, may lead us to the conclu-
sion that Casablanca became less popular among country dwellers in the course of the 
twentieth century, but more attractive to people from other Moroccan cities. However, 
the latter conclusion may be only partially true, as we will see in the next section.
In the latter part of the twentieth century, the share of rural-to-urban migrants 
who chose Casablanca as a final destination declined constantly, while medium-sized 
cities started to receive an ever larger part of the rural-to-urban migration wave (Ker-
zazi 2003). As a consequence, the effects of Morocco’s rural exodus are better distrib-
uted among the diverse cities. This also means that Casablanca’s urban domination is 
decreasing. Whereas in 1960 still 28.5 per cent of Morocco’s city dwellers were living 
in Casablanca, this percentage gradually decreased and reached 20.6 per cent in 1994 
(Houssine 2004). Several state programs, aimed at directing rural-to-urban migrants 
to smaller Moroccan cities, have been successful to some degree, since more rural-to-
urban migrants arrived in medium cities. However, at the same time, the migration of 
country dwellers to large cities has changed somewhat. Kahlid Benabdeljalil describes 
the new situation as follows: ‘Cities such as Casablanca, Rabat-Sale, and Tangiers 
although showing a low rate of in-migration, tend to keep the migrant, in contrast to 
the medium size cities who are suppliers of migrants to these cities’ (Benabdeljalil, 
1984:82). Some kind of step-migration has indeed arisen, and the impact of rural-to-
urban migration is still felt in Casablanca – albeit to a lesser degree, since a number of 
the migrants remain in medium-size cities. At the same time, another group of migrants 
arrives at a second stage in Casablanca. This probably explains why, in the latter part 
of the twentieth century, a growing share of Casablanca’s population was born in other 
cities. Migrants leave the countryside, go to a medium-size city, where they settle down 
for a while and have children; however, they leave after a time with their families in 
order to settle in Casablanca or one of Morocco’s other large cities. This impact of 
rural-to-urban migration on Dar el Beida’s population growth has slowed down, but to 
a lesser degree than the statistics reveal at first sight.
The strong links that Casablanca’s population still maintains with the Moroccan 
countryside becomes visible during the feast days of Aïd el Kebir, when the majority of 
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Dar el Beida’s population leaves for the Moroccan countryside in order to celebrate the 
ceremonial sacrifice of a sheep together with other relatives in their ‘place of origin’. 
On these religious feast days the usually overcrowded boulevards of Casablanca are 
remarkably empty. This emptiness, which the native-born population relishes, leaves 
rather a sinister impression on foreign visitors. The only time one can find the streets 
of Dar el Beida even more abandoned is during el fotor in Ramadan.
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Graph 3.7. The origin of Casablanca’s heads of household (%).

4 Structural Causes of Massive 
Rural-to-Urban Migration
“The unforeseen population growth as a result of improved medical care, the preventing of 
epidemics and the better standard of living, but also the lack of arable land, the negligence 
of agricultural reforms and improvements, drove some tens of thousands (Moroccan country 
dwellers) to the cities.” (Heinemeijer, 1960:161)
W.F. Heijnemeijer
“Poverty and the lack of means of support are the great motives, which cause massive rural-to-
urban migration for already almost half a century.” (Lentjes, 1981:11)
W.A.J Lentjes
On the basis of empirical data and existing literature we will explore in this chapter which 
structural forces on the meso- and macro-level inclined migrants to leave the countryside 
in order to settle in Casablanca. At the meso-level we will subdivide the issue into two 
different sub-problems: 1) leaving the countryside in order to move to the urban environ-
ment and 2) choosing Casablanca as a (final) destination out of a larger set of potential 
urban destinations. In fact, we will search for disparities between the rural and the urban 
environment on the one hand and between Casablanca and other Moroccan cities on 
the other. After all, scholars of migration agree that a great proportion of ‘Third World’ 
migration is the result of local and regional disparities, which are caused by unequal 
development (Benabdeljalil 1984; Parnwell 1993). The final question to be answered 
in this chapter is why this unequal development – which can be seen as the fountain-
head of massive rural-to-urban migration in the direction of Casablanca – occurred. In 
addressing this final issue we will switch from the meso- to the macro-level.
In this chapter, we will take into consideration diverse demographic, sociologi-
cal, economic, political, ecological and geographical factors, which induced people to 
leave their rural existence behind in order to settle in Casablanca. These factors are 
interlinked and, in practice, it seems to be the combination of two or more factors that 
caused rural-to-urban migration on the micro-level. It is for this reason that we created 
figure 4.1, which shows, using arrows, the most important structural causes of mas-
sive rural out-migration and their interrelationship. Figure 4.2 shows the factors which 
inclined rural-to-urban migrants to settle in Casablanca. Again, the causal interrela-
tionship between the different variables is indicated by arrows. These two flow charts 
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can be regarded as a summary of the most important causes of massive rural-to-urban 
migration towards Casablanca on the meso-level. However, the content of these flow 
charts will become clear further on in this chapter, since all the elements of the charts 
are considered in the text.
Although we are convinced that our approach bears fruit, we are aware that there are 
some limitations involved in the methods we apply. Since the Moroccan countryside is 
by no means a monolithic geographic unity, it would normally be necessary to analyze 
the diverse disparities per geographic unit. After all, Morocco is characterized by a great 
diversity in landscapes, climates and soil conditions, which are to some degree reflected 
in the demographic history of the country (for example, the population density but 
also out-migration). Regional culture, regional economic structures, local employment 
opportunities and other local and regional peculiarities may have also had an impact 
on migration patterns. However, due to a lack of appropriate statistics, which would 
allow us to make comparisons through time and space, we have treated the Moroccan 
countryside as one great reservoir of potential migrants.29 As we have seen in the previ-
ous chapter, migrants from all parts of Morocco are indeed represented in Casablanca’s 
population. However, their reasons for leaving their natal village in order to settle down 
in Dar el Beida may have been quite different, due to different regional conditions.30
A second limitation concerns the question why some people from some regions left 
the countryside while neighbors and other people from the same area just stayed where 
they were. As we have seen in the previous chapter, there was probably some kind of 
selection effect taking place behind the population movement. It is very reasonable to 
surmise that in terms of the more remote regions, only those rural dwellers with suf-
ficient financial resources at their disposal made the move to Casablanca, as only those 
country dwellers had sufficient money to pay the travel costs involved in the move to 
Dar el Beida. Since these were, in general, also the people with more human capital, it is 
very reasonable to assume that long-distance migrants assimilated easier in Casablanca 
than short-distance migrants from the Chaouia and Doukala region. As it happens, 
this latter group was probably able to escape this positive selection effect. In fact, it is 
even reasonable to suggest that some kind of negative selection effect occurred among 
these short-distance migrants. In other words, it is likely that only those people from 
the Doukala and Chaouia who encountered the greatest struggle for survival in their 
(natal) village left for Casablanca. Further research is necessary in order to test whether 
or not diverse or even opposite selection effects occurred among migrants from different 
regions. However, on the basis of the in-depth interviews we present in the next chapter, 
we can already get some idea about whether or not negative selection occurred.
4.1 The standard of living
As previously stated, massive rural-to-urban migration refl ects great disparities be-
tween the rural and the urban part of a country. In our view, in Morocco these dispari-
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ties are to be found, fi rst of all, in the standard of living, the availability of services and 
the possibilities for social-economic upward mobility. All three variables were at a con-
siderably lower level in the countryside compared to the cities. We will argue, therefore, 
that these are the principal impeti behind the rural-to-urban migration processes.
During the twentieth century, a very large part of Morocco’s population lived under 
miserable circumstances. A considerable proportion of Moroccans lacked even the bar-
est essentials of life. According to the Dutch human-geographer Wout Lentjes, 42 per 
cent of Moroccans consumed only 1600 calories a day, while human beings actually 
require 2210 calories a day to remain healthy (Lentjes 1981). Consequently, millions 
of Moroccans were starving during the twentieth century. However, the situation in 
the countryside was worse than in the Moroccan cities. In 1970, Moroccan townsmen 
consumed more than twice the quantity of meat than country dwellers did. At the same 
time, they consumed 35 per cent more dairy products and they also ate more vegetables. 
In general, city dwellers spent about twice as much as country dwellers, as their aver-
age income is considerably higher (Lentjes 1981). Unfortunately, we lack such statistics 
for the greater part of the twentieth century. Nevertheless, it is possible to show that, in 
general, Moroccan city dwellers lived a better life than their fellow countrymen in the 
countryside. We do this by focusing on mortality, life-expectancy and living conditions.
In an influential article titled, ‘Mortality as an indicator of economic success and fail-
ure’, the Indian economist Amartya Sen argues that, amongst other things, mortality and 
life expectancy reflect the quality of life of a population. In particular, infant mortality 
seems to be a good indicator of the standard of living in diverse societies (Sen 1998). We 
will, therefore, compare mortality and life expectancy between the Moroccan countryside 
and Moroccan cities. Unfortunately, these statistics are only available for the latter part 
of the twentieth century. Nevertheless, table 4.1 and 4.2 make it possible to assume that 
throughout the twentieth century city dwellers had a higher standard of living than coun-
try dwellers. In 1962, for example, life expectancy at birth of country dwellers was 43 
years, while in the urban environment this figure had already risen to 57. After 1962, this 
gap narrowed considerably, indicating that the quality of life in the countryside improved 
at a higher pace than in Morocco’s cities. This would mean that the impulse to leave the 
countryside slowed down somewhat in the latter part of the twentieth century.
Table 4.1. Life expectancy in Morocco, 1962-2001.
Urban
environment
Rural
environment
∆ Source
1962 57 43 14 RGPH
1980 64 56.5 7.5 CERED
1987 69.7 62 7.7 ENDPR
1994 71.5 64.9 6.6 Prj-CERED
1997 72.2 65.9 6.3 Prj-CERED
2001 73.1 67.1 6 Prj-CERED
Source: Direction de la Statistique.
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Table 4.2. The development of the mortality rate in Morocco (deaths per 1000).
Morocco Urban
environment
Rural
environment
∆ Source
1960 19 – – – RGPH
1980 10.6 7.5 12.9 5.4 CERED
1987 7.4 4.7 9.4 4.7 ENDPR
1994 6.7 4.9 8.6 3.7 Prj-CERED
1997/1998 6.3 5 7.9 2.9 Prj-CERED
2001 5.9 4.9 7.2 2.3 Prj-CERED
2002 5.8 4.8 7 2.2 Prj-CERED
Source: Direction de la Statistique.
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Graph 4.1. Infant mortality in Morocco, 1977-1995.
A somewhat different conclusion can be drawn from graph 4.1 which shows us the 
rural-urban differences in the infant mortality rate in the periods 1977-1986 and 1985-
1995. During both these periods the infant mortality rate was considerably higher in 
the Moroccan countryside, indicating once again that the quality of life of Moroc-
can country dwellers was lower than that of city dwellers. However, since the infant 
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mortality rate declined faster in the urban environment, we get the idea that rural 
Morocco lagged even further behind and that the impetus to move from the countryside 
to a city would have grown at this time.
Table 4.3. Absence of basic facilities in Moroccan households, 1960 (%).
Urban Morocco Rural Morocco
Without kitchen 28.9 23.8
Without water 38.3 57.8
Without electricity 15.5 59.3
Without shower, bath and washbasin 52.5 69.6
No private toilet  9.4 29.0
Source: RGPH 1960.
The lower standard of living among Moroccan country dwellers is also reflected in the 
facilities available in their dwellings. In 1960, the percentage of people who had no 
water at their disposal in their own dwelling was much higher in the Moroccan coun-
tryside than in Moroccan cities. The same is true for the availability of a private toilet, 
electricity and sanitary fittings. Table 4.3 suggests that the only advantage of rural 
dwellings was the fact that they were more often equipped with a kitchen. Apart from 
this, the statistics reveal that Moroccan country dwellers more often lacked all kinds of 
basic needs than their fellow countrymen in the cities.
Table 4.4. Facilities available in rural and urban households (%).
Urban Rural
1982 1994 1982 1994
Kitchen 71.8 80.7 77.7 77.2
Toilet 85.2 91.1 19.4 32.6
Modern bath or shower 23.5 31.3  1.5  2.2
Local bath (outside)  2.5  2.8 16.7 21.6
Running water 62.9 74.2  2.2  4.0
Source or well  8.7  6.7 20.1 27.2
Electricity 74.4 80.7  4.5  9.7
Source: RGPH 1982; 1994.
The statistics we have at our disposal for 1982 and 1994 show an even greater dispar-
ity between the cities and the countryside. In 1982 and 1994 only a small minority of 
Morocco’s rural households had running water at their disposal (respectively, 2.2 per 
cent and 4 per cent), while in 1994 already three-quarters of urban households had a 
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water tap in their dwelling. More or less the same is true for electricity. In 1994, still only 
9.7 per cent of Moroccan rural households were connected to the national grid, against 
80.7 per cent of urban households. We can also trace a considerable – but less shocking 
– disparity in terms of sanitary equipment. Nevertheless, our statistics reveal that the 
majority of Moroccan country dwellers lacked even the basic necessities of life. In the 
urban environment, by contrast, a much larger proportion of households were equipped 
with running water, electricity and all kinds of sanitary fittings. On the basis of these sta-
tistics, it is clear that the quality of life in the urban society was in general much better.
We will use two further variables in order to reinforce the notion that the stand-
ard of living among Moroccan country dwellers was considerably lower than the living 
standard of city dwellers: mean annual expenses per household and the percentage of 
the population that, according to the statisticians of the Moroccan Haut Commissariat 
au Plan, live below the poverty line. Graph 4.2 shows us the mean annual expenses of 
rural and urban households between 1960 and 2001. This graph makes clear that urban 
households spent more money during this epoch of modern Moroccan history. Equally, it 
shows us that in the period 1959-2001 the expenses of urban households grew at a higher 
pace than the expenses of rural households. From this, we can surmise that the purchas-
ing power of Moroccan country dwellers declined. However, since we do not know the 
level and the development of prices for both environments, it is not completely certain 
that the purchasing power of Moroccan city dwellers remained higher during this time.
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Graph 4.2. The development of the mean annual expenses per household.
Finally, table 4.5 demonstrates that a considerably higher proportion of Moroccan coun-
try dwellers were considered to be poor. At the same time, there has been a decline in 
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the proportion of rural poor since the middle of the 1980s. However, it was still the case 
that a considerably larger proportion of rural Moroccan dwellers were considered to be 
poor in 2007. This persistent disparity in wealth allows us to assume that the impetus 
to leave the countryside has remained very much alive.
Table 4.5. Estimated proportion of the population living in poverty (%).
Urban Morocco Rural Morocco Morocco
1984-85 13.3 26.8 21
1990-91 7.6 18 13.1
1998-99 9.5 24.1 16.2
2000-01 7.6 25.1 15.3
2007 4.8 14.5 9
Source: ENNVM (Enquêtes sur le niveau de vie et de ménages).
4.2  The availability of services and the possibilities for social-
economic upward mobility
In the past century, conditions in the Moroccan countryside were poor. Children had 
to walk kilometers in order to reach the nearest school and visiting a doctor could take 
hours in the most remote regions of Morocco. Moreover, general practitioners were 
largely absent in the Moroccan countryside, since the Moroccan government spent on 
average only 1 per cent of the Gross Domestic Product on health and well-being, since 
healthcare was considered to be a non-productive sector (Cherkaoui, Abdelkhalek & 
Angeli 2009). Today, 66 per cent of Morocco’s family doctors are based in the urban ar-
eas between Fes and Casablanca (Mdidech 2007). In urban Morocco today, there is one 
doctor for every 1700 inhabitants, whereas in the countryside, there is one physician 
for every 17,500 rural dwellers (Archane & Guennoun 2003). In addition, as infrastruc-
ture is very poor in these areas, doctors are diffi cult to reach.
Recent research results reveal that low levels of education, bad infrastructure 
and poverty are clearly interlinked. As Mouna Cherkaoui, Touhami Abdelkhalek and 
Aurora Angeli explained in a paper presented in 2009 at the XVI IUSSP Population 
Conference in Marrakech: ‘Rural communes with lower access to electricity, worse 
access to public transportation (buses, train and cabs), and fewer primary schools 
experience higher poverty rates. First of all, low income represents an obstacle to get 
at health services; in addition, a lack of knowledge about hygiene, nutrition, and the 
availability of treatment options, particularly among the uneducated, represent addi-
tional barriers that lower access to health services.’ (Cherkaoui, Abdelkhalek & Angeli 
2009:15).
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Table 4.6. Percentage of the population unable to read and write (%).
1960 1971 1982 1994 2004
Men
Urban Morocco 58 39 30 25 20
Rural Morocco 85 76 68 61 49
Morocco 78 63 51 41 33
Women
Urban Morocco 88 68 57 49 42
Rural Morocco 99 98 95 89 82
Morocco 96 87 78 67 60
Both sexes
Urban Morocco 73 54 44 37 32
Rural Morocco 92 87 82 75 66
Morocco 87 75 65 55 47
∆ (Urban-Rural) 19 33 38 38 34
Source: RGPH, 1960, 1971, 1982, 1994 and 2004.
The low availability of services not only reduces the quality of life it also reduces the 
possibilities to improve one’s standard of living. In this light, then, it is not strange to 
see that during the latter part of the twentieth century illiteracy was more widespread 
in the countryside than in urban Morocco. That said, this gap narrowed somewhat, 
suggesting that more schools were built in the countryside and/or school attend-
ance policy had become stricter. At the same time, an improvement in infrastructure 
and transport facilities also contributed to the decline in illiteracy in the Moroc-
can countryside. Nevertheless, it remains the case that in 2004 a greater number of 
Moroccan country dwellers were unable to read and write than their city dwelling 
compatriots.
Possibilities to improve one’s own social standing in the countryside were very lim-
ited, since institutions for higher education were absent and employment opportunities 
outside the agricultural sector were very scarce. Those Moroccan country dwellers who 
felt the urge to improve their standard of living were therefore compelled to leave the 
countryside and head to a Moroccan city or another country. We can conclude, then, 
that limited financial resources and the lack of services are the main barriers to social-
economic upward mobility in rural Morocco.
4.3 Push factors in the countryside
It is clear that the Moroccan countryside did not offer large employment opportunities 
outside the primary sector. However, throughout the twentieth century Morocco’s agri-
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culture was in a state of crisis. This is illustrated by the fact that although a large pro-
portion of the population worked in agriculture, its contribution to the Gross Domestic 
Product fl uctuated between only 12 and 22 per cent (Obdeijn, De Mas & Hermans 
2002). Indeed, in industry and services productivity was three to four times higher than 
in the agricultural sector (Lentjes 1981). We should not be surprised, therefore, that 
between 1951/52 and 2004 the proportion of people engaged in agriculture declined 
from 60 per cent to 34 per cent (see table 4.7). While the Western World experienced 
comparable development during industrialization, there is at least one striking differ-
ence. When in Europe and the United States fewer men started to work in the primary 
sector, agricultural production kept on growing at such a pace that the growing urban 
population could still be nourished without any trouble. In Morocco, as in other devel-
oping countries, this was not the case. During the latter part of the twentieth century, 
high population growth and disappointing results in agriculture constantly forced Mo-
rocco to import greater amounts of foodstuffs (Benabdeljalil 1984). Certainly, the ex-
port of agricultural products increased, but at a considerably slower pace than imports. 
Consequently, Morocco had a growing negative trade balance in agriculture from 1972 
onwards (see table 4.8).
Table 4.7. Activities of the Moroccan population by economic sector (%).
1951/1952 2004
Agriculture/fi shing 60 34.2
Mining 0.5 0.4
Industry/craft 7.3 13.6
Construction/public works 2.8 9.5
Transport 0.9 4.2
Commerce 3.9 13.1
Services 2.4 8.6
Other 22.1 16.4
Source: Statistics for 1951/1952 calculated on the basis of Royaume du Maroc – Ministère de l’Economie 
National – Division de la Coordination Economique et du Plan, Tableaux Economiques du Ma-
roc 1915-1959 (Rabat 1960) 28; RGHP 2004.
Although a large part of the population worked in agriculture, Morocco was constantly 
forced to import food during the twentieth century, as its own agricultural labour force 
produced too few crops to feed the population. While this also has much to do with 
the fact that cash crops in the modern agricultural sector are produced in accordance 
with demand on the world market, it shows that in Morocco the transformation from 
an agrarian to an industrial and service economy was a problematic process. Indeed, 
we will argue that there are, in principal, three major causes of massive out-migration 
in the Moroccan countryside: problems in agriculture leading to high under-employ-
ment among peasants, a very small number of services and the absence of employment 
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opportunities outside the primary sector in the countryside. Each of these three features 
were felt as strong push factors since they caused poverty and made social-economic 
upward mobility more or less impossible in the Moroccan countryside. The absence of 
employment opportunities outside the primary sector and the lack of services are, sim-
ply put, the outcome of neglect, since both the French and the Moroccan government 
did not invest sufficient money to improve these conditions in rural Morocco. The prob-
lems in agriculture, however, are more complex. Indeed, it would be completely wrong 
to state that these too were the result of neglect, since both the French and the Moroccan 
administration have made great efforts to improve the primary sector of the economy.
Table 4.8. Morocco’s balance of trade in agriculture (in millions of Dirham).
Year Agricultural imports Agricultural exports Balance
1969 751 1,495 744
1970 953 1,464 511
1971 1,123 1,450 327
1972 1,023 1,655 632
1973 1,623 2,242 619
1974 2,923 2,168 -755
1975 3,665 1,800 -1,865
1976 2,953 2,134 -819
1977 3,249 2,055 -1,194
1978 3,193 2,384 -809
1979 3,702 2,610 -1,092
1980 4,376 3,106 -1,270
1981 6,341 3,633 -2,708
1982 5,842 3,753 -2,089
Source: Swearingen, W. (1988). Moroccan Mirages, Agrarian Dreams and Deceptions, 1912-1986. Lon-
don: I.B. Taurus, 182.
From the very first moment the French arrived in Morocco they started to invest large 
sums of money in the primary sector of the economy, as they believed that Morocco 
was extraordinarily suited for agriculture. In the words of Will Swearingen, who dedi-
cated his PhD thesis to twentieth century planning mistakes in Morocco’s agricultural 
sector: ‘Morocco was perceived as a mysterious barbarian stronghold, as the ‘African 
China’, a land insulated from the world’s progress by high mountain barriers and inac-
cessible shorelines, once rich but now fallen into decay’(Swearingen 1988:5). How-
ever, almost every investment belied that Morocco is suited for agriculture, unless 
very sophisticated methods such as irrigation are utilized. In addition, the application 
of such techniques is not remunerative for cash crops, as the costs of production are 
simply too high.
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Moreover, only a small part of Morocco’s agricultural community was able to 
modernize its production machinery. Mechanization split the agricultural sector into 
two sectors: a modern one, consisting of hundreds of large farmers and a traditional 
one, which is made up of millions of peasants with very low quantities of arable 
land. Progress in the modern sector almost automatically implies decay in the tradi-
tional sector, since rich farmers buy arable land from peasants. This enables them 
to increase their profit, while the peasants lose their means of production step-by-
step and ultimately are unable to sustain themselves from their agricultural activi-
ties. Since there are virtually no employment opportunities outside the agricultural 
sector, those former peasants and agricultural laborers who have been deprived of 
their farmland make their way to the city in order to find employment in industry or 
services.
Table 4.9. The distribution of arable farmland, 1955-56.
Size of arable land per 
agricultural household
Number of exploitations Total arable land
0-10 hectares 1800 10,000
10-50 hectares 1500 50,000
50-200 hectares 1700 350,000
300-500 hectares  500 200,000
More than 500 hectares  400 400,000
Total 5000 1,010,000
Source: Ministère de l’Economie National – Tableaux Economiques du Maroc, 47.
Land seizures also deprived Moroccan peasants of their means of subsistence. From 
1912 onwards, the French and Spanish colonized ever larger parts of Morocco, seiz-
ing thousands of acres of the best arable land (Lentjes 1981). Table 4.9 shows us that 
in 1955/1956 land distribution was very unequally distributed among the individual 
members of Morocco’s agricultural community. Some 400 farmers possessed more than 
500 hectares, whereas 1800 peasants had less than 10 hectares of arable farmland at 
their disposal. During independence the situation remained largely unchanged, as real 
land reforms failed to appear.
However, land fragmentation is not just caused by modernization processes and 
land grabbing French and Spanish but also by demographic pressure. Through a com-
bination of high fertility and equal inheritance rights among siblings, the arable land of 
peasants is constantly subdivided. This process goes on until there is too little land to 
sustain the individual agricultural households. According to Khalid Benabdeljalil, in the 
1970s, some 90 per cent of Moroccan peasants owned too little land to live from (Ben-
abdeljalil 1984). However, there are great regional differences in demographic pressure 
within Morocco. These differences explain, to some degree, the unequal spread of out-
98 | Structural Causes of Massive Rural-to-Urban Migration
migration. However, it would be wrong to think that population density is a good indi-
cator of population pressure. After all, this would have meant that the fertile coastal 
plains had a much higher rate of population pressure than the arid zones in Eastern 
and Southern Morocco. This is, however, at least for the first part of the twentieth 
century, not the case. Rather, population pressure is the result of a distorted relation-
ship between the means of production, i.e. the availability of (fertile) farmlands and 
population density. This was the case, for example, in the fertile and densely populated 
Souss region; but also in the less densely populated Oriental region, where fertile land 
was very scarce.
Climatologic factors have caused great trouble to Moroccan peasants and farmer 
alike. Droughts, in particular, caused severe crop failures, which deprived peasants and 
agricultural laborers of both nourishment and income. Mustapha Nachoui and André 
Adam have described how during dry years thousands of starving peasants made their 
way to Casablanca in order to find employment and nourishment in the city (Nachoui 
1998; Adam 1968b). Moussa Kerzazi (2003), amongst others, has shown that there 
was a clear link between rainfall and rural-to-urban migration. In drought years, many 
more peasants and agricultural laborers made their way to the city. Again, however, 
regional differences are important. In some regions of Morocco, such as the southern 
Sahara provinces, rainfall is always less than 300 millimetres per year, while the High 
Atlas commonly receives enough precipitation for the cultivation of all kind of crops, 
even in years of heavy drought.
Finally, planning mistakes were the source of great trouble in agriculture. At the 
start of the Protectorate, most French were convinced that Morocco would quickly 
develop into a prosperous agrarian nation. Writing in 1912, Vaffer-Pollet said: ‘The 
true fortune of Morocco resides in its agriculture. Through export of the fruit of it soils, 
Morocco will become rich’ (Vaffer-Pollet 1912, quoted in Swearingen 1988:16). The 
decades that followed, however, would show rather the opposite. The French started to 
cultivate cereals on a very large scale. However, the production never grew sufficiently 
and at various moments cereal production was actually too low to feed the Moroccan 
population. Consequently, there were many famines, including those in the 1930s and 
1940s, which were particularly severe.
For diverse reasons, the French considered Morocco to be destined for the produc-
tion of cereals. First, grain production did not demand great start-up investments from 
French settlers. Second, barley and wheat were already the most cultivated crops in 
Morocco before the French arrived. Third, the so-called tirs – black soils in the Atlantic 
plains – were considered to be of a similar type to the fertile chernozem soils in the 
Ukraine, one of the main grain producing nations in the world (Swearingen 1988). Yet, 
according to Will Swearingen, it was, primarily, the idea that the former Roman province 
of Mauretania Tingitana (which covered the northern part of present day Morocco) had 
functioned as the granary of Rome which convinced the ambitious French to regener-
ate this glorious part of the country’s history. This time, Morocco would become the 
main supplier of cereal to Paris (Swearingen 1988). Regrettably, the outcome was catas-
trophic, as is indicated by graph 4.3. One cause of the disaster was the fact that the 
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French had overestimated Morocco’s climatologic conditions. Although annual rainfall 
is, in most years, sufficient to grow cereals in ‘useable Morocco’, rainfall is spread 
adversely, i.e. there are some periods of the year when rainfalls are heavy – often too 
heavy – whereas in other months there is no precipitation whatsoever. Moreover, there 
is no clear annual rainfall pattern. The only thing that can be said with any certainty is 
that the summers are always dry. Additionally, the chergui – an extremely hot and dry 
wind from the Sahara – can cancel out any and all positive effects of rainfall in one fell 
swoop (Lentjes 1981). The second cause of the failure was the fact that those tir soils 
were many times less fertile than the Ukrainian chernozem soils.
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Graph 4.3. Cereal production during the French Protectorate.
In order to produce cereals to a satisfactory level, expensive agricultural methods needed 
to be employed. The only way this could be realised was through compulsory financial 
subsidies from the French government. However, when Moroccan cereals started to 
compete with grain from France, French farmers revolted and the government in Paris 
stopped subsidizing the Moroccan cereal production. ‘The idealistic image of Morocco 
as a former lush granary was obviously grounded in environmental misperceptions’ 
(Swearingen 1988:31). Such misperceptions led to erroneous plans. These erroneous 
plans led to several efforts to improve Morocco’s agriculture throughout the twenti-
eth century ending in complete failure. According to Swearingen, recent problems in 
Moroccan agriculture are a direct result of pursuing erroneous French agrarian policies 
during independence.
Recent statistics on employment reveal that the problems in agriculture are far from 
solved and that makes it plausible that rural-to-urban migration in Morocco will con-
tinue in the near future. For example, 77.5 per cent of all Moroccan country dwellers 
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working in agriculture in 2003 were underemployed. No other sector of the economy 
measured such a high degree of under-employment (Royaume du Maroc 2004). Fur-
thermore, the majority of unemployed Moroccan country dwellers (46 per cent of all 
rural unemployed) had previously worked in the primary sector, indicating once again 
that an ever increasing number of Moroccan countrymen was unable to earn a living in 
agriculture (Royaume du Maroc 2004). Since there are few employment opportunities 
outside the primary sector in the Moroccan countryside, it is very likely that rural-to-
urban migration will continue during the next decades.
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Figure 4.1. Structural causes of rural out-migration in Morocco.
4.4 Pull factors in the city
The majority of country dwellers fl ocked into cities for economic reasons. This is un-
derlined by the results of several demographic surveys. According to a survey under-
taken by the BIT (Bureau International du Travail), the best working and living condi-
tions in Morocco were to be found in the urban environment. Urban laborers enjoyed 
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higher wages and better education and professional training. Moreover, thanks to a 
better infrastructure and advanced transport facilities, it was easier for them to reach 
their place of work. Finally, the working days of urban laborers were shorter than their 
counterparts in the countryside (Royaume du Maroc 1993a). In this sense, it is not sur-
prising that the Enquête Démographique National 1986-88 of the Direction de la Statis-
tique concluded that 70.3 per cent of the interrogated male rural migrants, who settled 
in one of Morocco’s large cities, did so for reasons related to employment (Royaume du 
Maroc 1989). However, for women, family reunion, marriage and other familial matters 
dominated their motives for moving to the city. This underlines the fact that women are 
strongly underrepresented in the labor market (see table 4.10) and that, on the whole, 
they do not provide a fi nancial contribution to the household budget. Nevertheless, this 
by no means implies that economic matters were only of minor importance for women. 
In our view, the economic concerns of women were expressed in a different way; for 
example, in the form of partner choice. Since urban male laborers earned higher wages 
than agricultural laborers, it is reasonable to suggest that rural women may have pre-
ferred urban men. After all, by marrying an urban man they were able to improve their 
standard of living.
Table 4.10.  Percentage of male and female Moroccans belonging to the working population, 
1982-1994 (%).
Men Women
1960 1982 1994 1960 1982 1994
Urban Morocco 49.0 46.5 51.7 7.5 14.7 17.3
Rural Morocco 52.8 48.9 51.2 4.7 9.3 9.3
Morocco 51.8 47.9 51.5 5.5 11.6 13.4
Source: RGPH 1960, 1982 and 1994.
New citizens wanted to improve their life situation. In this sense, employment oppor-
tunities and higher wages were the primary pull factors of urban Morocco. Although 
unemployment in the cities rose quickly following the signing of the Protectorate, the 
demand for laborers in industry and services grew. This is illustrated by the fact that an 
ever larger proportion of Moroccans became employed in industry and services during 
the latter part of the twentieth century (see table 4.7). The proportion of people work-
ing in agriculture, by contrast, kept on declining. However, since employment in indus-
try and services could not keep up with the increase in new citizens, unemployment 
reached very high levels in Moroccan cities. Yet, as we have seen, Moroccan country 
dwellers were troubled by exceptionally high rates of underemployment. The produc-
tivity of farmers was, indeed, very low. In the early 1960s, William Zartman indicated 
that ‘the average added value per industrial worker in Morocco is 4.5 times greater than 
that of the farmer’ (Zartman 1963:187). That is why, according to the same Zartman, 
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the average income of non-agricultural occupations was at least twice the income of 
farmers (Zartman 1963).
The availability of higher and better education in the urban environment also seems 
to have attracted Moroccan country dwellers. 16.3 per cent of the interrogated male 
urban in-migrants, who settled in large cities, declared that schooling had been the 
prime reason for their rural-to-urban movement. This percentage was lower for female 
urban in-migrants (10.7 per cent) and lower for the smaller cities, since the best high 
schools and universities are located in Casablanca, Rabat, Fes, Tangier, Meknes and 
Marrakech (the private Al Akhawayn University of Ifrane is an exception, yet, due to its 
high tuition fees, is not accessible for ordinary Moroccans). Finally, a small proportion 
of the interrogated people declared that they had headed to a city for health-related rea-
sons. This was true for a somewhat larger proportion of females who had left for one of 
Morocco’s large cities. More and better equipped hospitals and the greater presence of 
physicians explain this. Why this is true for a larger proportion of women who headed 
to large towns we can only speculate. However, the presence of employment in indus-
try and services, the higher income and the better possibilities for social-economic 
upward mobility seem to have been the largest pull factors in the urban environment. 
While the fact that this resulted in better living conditions, improved health and higher 
life expectancy, may seem to be very important in the eyes of the scholar, from the 
point of view of individual migrants, these variables may have been less important, 
probably because they were less aware of these disparities between the rural and urban 
environment. Today, most Moroccans believe that country dwellers are healthier and 
live longer because of their closer attachment to nature. We have presented more than 
enough evidence to falsify this popular line of thought.
Table 4.11. Reasons for leaving the countryside and settling in a Moroccan city (%).
Males Females
Reasons for migration Large cities Other cities Large cities Other cities
Employment 70.3 61.2 15.8 12.4
Schooling 16.6 13.4 10.7  5.8
Change in civil status  0.8  3.4 25.9 30.0
Family reunion  0.5  1.7  6.1  6.1
Reasons related to the family  4.2  8.2 29.7 29.6
Health  1.7  1.7  3.4  1.4
Other reasons  5.9 10.4  8.4 14.7
Total 100 100 100 100
N 758 477 475 429
Source: Enquête Démographique National 1986-1988.
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4.5 Why Casablanca?
According to a migration survey, 79 per cent of all interviewed rural-to-urban migrants 
settled in Casablanca in search of a job. But was Casablanca, the city still consid-
ered the economic heart of Morocco, a job paradise? For the majority of the twentieth 
century this question can be disaffi rmed. In 1960, some 27.5 per cent of the active 
population was unemployed. In 1971, this was 19 per cent and in 2004, 15.7 per cent 
of the city’s inhabitants remained jobless.31 During the early years of the Protectorate, 
the situation may have been somewhat better; however, due to a lack of statistics this 
cannot be explored. That said, the rise and growth of shanty towns during the Protec-
torate underlines that massive unemployment must have also existed in the fi rst part 
of the twentieth century. Yet, was the situation in the labor market better in other Mo-
roccan cities? Table 4.12 suggests that this was not the case. In 1961, unemployment 
among male city dwellers was highest in Meknes, Oujda, Kenitra and Tetouan. In Fes, 
Marrakech and Rabat the situation was better. However, in these cities no appreciable 
employment was created in industry or construction, two sectors which were suitable 
for former peasants, since those kinds of jobs required no great preliminary training or 
education. In 1961, female unemployment was lower in Casablanca than in Meknes, 
Oujda, Kenitra and Rabat.
Table 4.12. Unemployment in Moroccan cities in 1960 and 1971 (%).
1960 1971
Men Women Men Women
Fes 16.0 4.3 13.0 18.0
Marrakech 17.2 4.6 14.0 27.0
Meknes 30.6 4.9 21.0 31.0
Oujda 34.2 8.2 27.0 33.0
Kenitra 33.7 6.7 25.0 39.0
Tangier 30.4 3.6 17.0 17.0
Tetouan 21.4 3.2 24.0 36.0
Casablanca 27.5 4.6 17.0 26.0
Rabat 23.6 5.0 12.0 19.0
Source: RGPH 1960; 1971.
With the exception of the city of Tetouan, male unemployment decreased between 
1960 and 1971. After Fes, Marrakech and Rabat, unemployment was lowest in Dar 
el Beida. However, as previously stated, these cities were not really suitable destina-
tions, since industry was largely absent there. In the industrial town of Kenitra, which 
could have been an intervening opportunity for some migrants from northern Morocco, 
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unemployment was higher (25 per cent for men and 39 per cent for women). Tangier 
knew a comparable level of unemployment. However, since there were far more indus-
trial employment opportunities in Casablanca, it is not strange to observe that much 
larger waves of migrants flocked to Dar el Beida.32
Another pull factor for Moroccan country dwellers was the higher revenues in Casa-
blanca. Already during the Protectorate, minimum incomes were higher in Casablanca 
than in other Moroccan cities (see table 4.13: Zone 1 encompasses Casablanca, its 
suburbs and the village of Bouskoura). As a result, it was logical that the lion’s share of 
Morocco’s rural-to-urban migrants went to Casablanca. After all, the majority of jobs in 
industry were offered in Dar el Beida and unemployment there was lower than in many 
other (industrial) cities. At the same time, (minimum) revenues were higher.
Table 4.13. Minimum income of Moroccan adults (in Francs), 1948-1956.
1948 1951 1952 1953 1955 1956
Zone 1 277 311 342 414 456 536
Zone 2 268 300 331 401 442 522
Zone 2 232 260 287 348 383 464
Zone 4 224 251 276 335 369 448
Clarifi cation:  Zone 1 encompassed the city of Casablanca, its suburbs and the municipality 
 Bouskoura. Zone 2 consisted mainly of Agadir, Fes, Ifrane, Marrakech, Meknes, Oujda, 
Kenitra, Rabat, Safi , Tanza and Tangier. Zone 3 was formed by the cities of Fedala and 
El Jadida and the mining region of Khouribgha. Zone 4 encompassed the rest of the 
country.
Source: Tableau Economique du Maroc, 235.
Table 4.14. Lack of basic needs in Moroccan households, 1971 (%).
No kitchen No toilet No bathroom No running water No electricity
Fes 52.5  9.9 85.1 47.4 25.9
Kenitra 43.3 23.5 80.6 32 32.1
Marrakech 24.7  5.6 86.6 54.9 18.7
Meknes 45.6 15.6 85 55.6 34.6
Oujda 26.2 7 79.9 47.9 29.1
Safi 41.6 18.9 88.8 76.6 48.4
Tangier 26.7  8.6 76.1 57.5 39.3
Tetouan 27.9 12.1 84.1 46.3 14
Casablanca 42.2 11.6 76.1 32.6 21.6
Rabat 22.8 14.3 68.3 32.4 30.6
Sale 34.2 26.6 87.5 48.5 42.1
Source: RGPH 1971.
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If we consider that three-quarters of all Moroccan plants were located in Casablanca, 
that Dar el Beida was the city where the largest number of buildings were constructed 
and that unemployment was lower there than in many other (industrial) cities, it is 
rational that the majority of Moroccan rural-to-urban migrants headed to Dar el Beida. 
The chance of finding a desirable job in industry seems to have been greater in Casa-
blanca than in any other Moroccan city.
If we compare the living conditions in diverse Moroccan cities, we also get the idea 
that Casablanca was a logical destination for rural-to-urban migrants. Table 4.14 shows 
us that Dar el Beida’s households had less of a shortage of basic needs than most 
other Moroccan cities in the year 1971. In comparison with other Moroccan towns, 
a relatively small proportion of households lacked running water (32.6 per cent) and 
electricity (21.6 per cent). Moreover, Casablanca’s inhabitants more frequently had a 
bathroom and a toilet than those in most other Moroccan cities.
Table 4.15. Casablanca’s estimated slum population in relation to the total population.
Estimated population 
living in shanty towns
Casablanca’s total 
population
Estimated percentage of total 
population living in slums
1940 50,000 ±365,000 14
1953 140,950 ±685,000 21
1960 160,000 965,277 17
1982* 306,412 2,253,029 13.6
* Statistics refer to Grand-Casablanca, % of slum dwellers in the city area of Casablanca are likely, therefore, to have 
been larger.
Source: Noin 1965:43; Cohen & Eleb 2002:329; Kaioua 2005:77.
Finally, it is very plausible that there may have been considerable opportunities for 
social-economic upward mobility among urban in-migrants in Casablanca. Table 
4.15 shows us that although the number of people living in shanty towns consist-
ently increased during the twentieth century, the percentage of Casablanca’s inhabit-
ants living in slums decreased from the 1950s on. This makes it likely that for many 
urban in-migrants life in the slums was an ‘intermediate landing’. After some time they 
improved their situation and moved to ‘normal’ working class quarters. However, it 
is also possible that, in the course of the twentieth century, an ever larger proportion 
of rural-to-urban migrants were able to skip the period in Casablanca’s shanty towns, 
unlike their predecessors. Further research on this extraordinarily interesting topic is 
necessary to reveal why the percentage of slum dwellers declined and which part of 
the population profited from this positive development. However, of itself, the obser-
vation of a decreasing proportion of slum inhabitants makes clear why rural-to-urban 
migration towards Casablanca continued: country dwellers had a greater chance of 
being able to improve their standard of living in Dar el Beida, or at least the standard 
of living of their children.
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Figure 4.2. Structural causes of urban in-migration in Casablanca.
4.6 Causes of uneven development in Morocco
Like historical-structuralists (Frank 1966; 1969; Wallerstein 1974; 1980) we are con-
vinced that massive rural-to-urban migration in the direction of primate cities is, to 
some degree, a consequence of colonialism and the introduction of capitalism in more 
or less self-sustaining societies. As a matter of fact, the French colonizer shifted the 
political and economic center of Morocco from the inland to the coastal cities of Casa-
blanca, Fedala (Mohammedia), Rabat and Kenitra in order to facilitate the exploitation 
of the colony. In this way, the colonial administration could rule conveniently over 
Morocco, while raw materials and semi-fi nished products were easily gathered and 
shipped to France.
The signing of the Protectorate did not create a peer-to-peer but rather, a master-
slave relationship between two countries. In this way, Morocco became a satellite state 
of France. Morocco, like the other Territoires d’Outre Mer had to flourish in order to 
enrich France and increase its prestige among the other great colonial powers around 
the globe. In practice, this meant that Morocco became a dependent state, which was, 
Structural Causes of Massive Rural-to-Urban Migration | 107
for a large part, deprived of its capital, labor and mineral resources. This selfish and 
ignorant attitude of the French colonizer was damaging to the Moroccan state, as 
resources were transported without any large-scale compensation and as one-sided 
investments distorted Morocco’s economic development.
The large-scale cultivation of cash crops during the Protectorate is a good example 
of how selfish investments caused distorted development in Morocco. Instead of rais-
ing crops, with the aim of feeding the native population, the French sewed cereals in 
order to provide France with cheap grain. Large-scale crop failures, causing widespread 
unemployment and hunger in the Moroccan countryside, could not prevent the French 
from maintaining this kind of dangerous monoculture. However, as rising subsidies 
resulted in the import-product competing with cereals from France, the large-scale 
cultivation of these kinds of crops on Moroccan soil soon became a thing of the past 
(Swearingen 1988). After all, investments in Morocco had to serve the development of 
the mother country.
The combination of neglect, one-sided investments and planning mistakes caused 
significant uneven development within the Moroccan state. Indeed, the French colo-
nizer only invested in geographic units and sectors of the economy which would be 
profitable for the home base. It is largely for this reason that all kinds of services were 
lacking in the countryside and why Casablanca and the mining region of Khouribgha, 
by contrast, enjoyed such large investments. It is very telling that the French spoke 
about le Maroc utile (usable Morocco) as opposed to the areas of the country which 
were considered to be uneconomic. As a consequence of neglect these latter regions 
started to decay.
Table 4.16. Repartition of investments in Morocco’s main cities in 1977.
Investment (millions Dirham) %
Casablanca 3,048.2 53.8
Rabat 324.4  5.7
Tangier 372.0  6.6
Fes 408.7  7.2
Rest of the country 1,506.1 26.7
Total 5,659.4 100
Source: K. Benabdeljalil, Internal Migration in Morocco, 145.
The introduction of capitalism distorted uniform development. As the modern sec-
tor of the economy was boosted, the traditional one decayed, causing above all, an 
ever larger rift between self-sustaining peasants and market-orientated farmers. Self-
sustaining peasant families became increasingly in want of cash, through which they 
became inclined to produce for the market. In order to reduce the costs of production, 
they started to cultivate just one or two market-oriented crops, whereas previously 
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they had produced all kind of crops in order to sustain themselves. However, as these 
peasants had little financial resources to mechanize, they were unable to compete with 
French colons and rich Moroccan farmers. Consequently, they were unable to earn suf-
ficient money to keep their heads above water. Subsequently, this type of family arrived 
en masse in Casablanca in search for work.
During independence the Moroccan government largely continued the policy of the 
Protectorate and so uneven development continued. Table 4.16 shows that still in 1977, 
Casablanca absorbed more than half of all investments which took place in urban 
Morocco. As a result, massive migration in the direction of Dar el Beida continued 
during the first decades of independence. It is only more recently that the Moroccan 
government seems to have realized how negative the effects of uneven investments are. 
The construction of a large-scale artificial port in Tangier, the investments in the Rif-
region and the cities of Fes, Marrakech and Agadir are certainly a step in the right direc-
tion. Moreover, we encourage the recent efforts to create a more even development 
within the Moroccan state by giving the diverse regions more (budgetary) autonomy. 
The fact that rural-to-urban migration in the direction of Casablanca has slowed down 
considerably proves that this kind of policy is successful.
People and animals live together in the impoverished conditions of Casablanca’s slums. X
5 The Intentions, Expectations 
and Actions of Individual 
Migrants
“Shantytowns only continue to exist next to working-class areas, as population grows at a 
higher pace than construction (of houses) and because population increases also faster than 
employment.” (Adam 1968b:85)
André Adam
5.1  Interviewing slum dwellers: aims, method and organization
In this chapter we will approach massive rural-to-urban migration in the direction of 
Casablanca from the micro-perspective. We will do this on the basis of in-depth inter-
views with rural-to-urban migrants who ended up in Dar el Beida’s shanty towns. We 
have selected slum dwellers, as their decision to come to Casablanca led to the phenom-
enon of over-urbanization. These urban in-migrants came to the city in spite of the fact 
that the city had no need of them, at least from an economic point of view. As a result, 
they became unemployed or ended up in the informal sector of the economy. Their in-
ability to fi nd a regular job in turn compelled them to a life in the city’s bidonvilles. How-
ever, rising unemployment and expanding shanty towns were apparently not enough to 
prevent other rural-to-urban migrants from settling in Casablanca. Consequently, un-
employment continued to rise, slum areas grew in size and number and Dar el Beida’s 
population kept on growing at an explosive pace throughout the twentieth century.
In order to understand the seemingly paradoxical phenomenon of persistent mas-
sive rural-to-urban migration towards primate cities, we interviewed those rural-to-urban 
migrants who at first sight have taken a completely illogical decision, since their move 
from the countryside to Casablanca seems to have caused them nothing but misery, as 
they ended up in the city’s slums. These ten interviews, conducted between November 
2008 and February 2009, allow this group of rural-to-urban migrants to talk about their 
reasons for quitting their rural existence and settling in one of Casablanca’s shanty towns. 
While the number of interviews is limited, we are convinced that we are able to indicate 
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the most important reasons behind the rural-to-urban migration movement, particularly as 
we found a relatively high degree of concurrence in answers among the diverse interview-
ees. Nevertheless, by studying the intentions, expectations and actions of slum dwellers, 
we highlight the micro-perspective of a specific category of rural-to-urban migrants. The 
experiences of the interviewees are not representative for all rural migrants in Casablanca, 
since we know that specific groups of former country dwellers experienced impressive 
social upward mobility. Some rural-to-urban migrants, especially long-distance migrants 
from the region Souss-Massa-Draa, even managed to live in the elite areas of Casablanca. 
Of course, their stories deviate greatly from the ones we will tell in this chapter.
We originally structured our interviews around 14 questions, designed to guide us 
through our conversations with the slum dwellers.33 In practice, however, it turned out 
to be more or less impossible to stick to the sequence of these questions, since inter-
viewees frequently began enthusiastic and lively conversations, which often answered 
questions long before we were able to ask them. Following the recommendations of 
oral historians such as Selma Leydesdorff, Kathryn Anderson and Dana Jack we did not 
disturb these dialogues but rather, decided to use our questions primarily for orienta-
tion and coordination, i.e. to start and direct the conversation and to break moments 
of silence (Leydesdorff 2004; Anderson & Jack 1991). At the end of every interview we 
checked to see every question had been answered. In this way our interview questions 
also functioned as a checklist. In practice, however, we added several ad hoc questions, 
based on what the interviewees had told us before.
In order to ‘reconstruct’ the migration path of the interviewees we wanted to know 
when and where they were born, when they had entered Casablanca and where they 
had settled before. We attempted to trace the personal and structural causes of the 
rural-to-urban movement by asking the migrants why they had left the countryside 
and why they had chosen to settle in Casablanca (out of a larger set of potential des-
tinations). Moreover, we were interested in the way the interviewees had earned their 
living at the diverse places of settlement and under what conditions they had lived pre-
viously. Each time, we asked them to compare their situation in the countryside with 
their living conditions in the shanty town.
With the objective of assessing whether or not our interviewees had overestimated 
their chances in Casablanca, we tried to determine if they had had a realistic picture 
of Casablanca before they moved to the metropolis by the Atlantic Ocean. We asked 
what kind of information they had received about Casablanca before they moved there 
and if they had ever visited Dar el Beida before they settled in the city. In addition, 
we wanted to know if their picture of Casablanca (regarding the living conditions, job 
availability, wage levels, etc.) had changed once they had decided to move to the city. 
Moreover, we asked our interviewees if they were satisfied with their move to Dar el 
Beida and if they would have made the same decisions had they known Casablanca 
as they do now. We also asked if they had ever thought about leaving the city and, if 
so, why and where they had considered migrating to. Last but not least, we wanted 
to know why they had stayed in Casablanca, although they lived there apparently in 
great poverty.
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We also determined whether the interviewees’ move had been part of some kind of 
chain migration. We assessed this by asking about the presence of friends or relatives 
upon arrival in the city and their role in the rural-to-urban movement. Did they encour-
age the interviewees to come to the city and did they facilitate the move by offering 
(temporary) shelter or other kinds of assistance, which simplified the move to Casa-
blanca and/or the social-economic integration process in Dar el Beida. Had anybody 
offered them, for example, financial support in order to cover the expenses involved in 
relocating from the countryside to Casablanca; had anybody helped them in their quest 
for a job, by recommending them, for instance, to their own boss or by asking around 
about where there was a demand for workmen? We also wanted to know if, in turn, 
they had encouraged and helped friends and family to come to Casablanca.
Initially we planned to interview people from one shanty town, all of whom originated 
from the same rural region; we wanted to avoid comparing apples and oranges.34 Thus, 
we started interviewing people from the Doukala region in the Bachko shanty town.35 
However, after two successful interviews we had to change our plans, as the Moroc-
can government had suddenly started to destroy large parts of the shanty town, under 
the terms of the project Villes sans Bidonvilles (Banque Mondial & Royaume du Maroc 
2006).36 The destruction of the slums meant that a large part of our potential interview-
ees suddenly moved away to an unknown location. At the same time, the people who 
had not yet left the shanty town were so confused by the events that we feared that 
interviewing them would result in a completely biased view. It was obvious that the 
slum clearance had changed their view of the past and they feared becoming homeless 
like their former neighbors. We were under the impression that people would answer 
our questions now in a different way than if we had interviewed them a week earlier.
As objectivity was no longer guaranteed, we decided to stop interviewing in Bachko. 
We continued our research in the slums of Carrières Centrales and Carrière Thomas. 
We chose Carrières Centrales as this is one of the largest and oldest shanty towns of 
Casablanca. Carrière Thomas is the place where the majority of the 2003 bombers 
lived, indicating that the rural-to-urban migrants who live here are extremely desper-
ate. We started to talk with people in these shanty towns who originated from very 
diverse regions in the country.37 These conversations with those slum dwellers led us 
to the conclusion that the reasons for leaving the Moroccan countryside and settling 
down and staying in a shanty town of Casablanca did not vary considerably per region 
or slum. Therefore, we also started to interview people who were not born in the Dou-
kala region.
Table 5.1 provides a more comprehensive view of the interviewees. It shows the 
gender, year of birth, the year of settlement in Casablanca and the age of the migrants 
at the moment they came to Dar el Beida. Six men and only four women were inter-
viewed, as women were less willing to talk to us than men.38 Our interviewees were 
born between 1909 and 1971. With the exception of the 1920s and the 1950s, at least 
one migrant was interviewed for every decade between 1900 and 1980. The interview-
ees settled in Casablanca between 1940 and 1989, with the majority of them having 
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arrived in the 1970s. Furthermore, we ascertained that only one male and one female 
interviewee settled in Casablanca in the first part of the twentieth century. This has to 
do with the fact that a large number of those migrants who arrived in the first part of 
the twentieth century have since died. The last feature relevant to our interviewees has 
to do with the age at which they settled in Casablanca. All of the migrants were young 
when they made their move to Dar el Beida. This is no coincidence as in the second 
part of the twentieth century, eight out of ten internal migrants were younger than 25 
(Royaume du Maroc 1996). That we also found some migrants who were still children 
when they arrived in Casablanca is not necessarily surprising, since some 40 per cent 
of all internal migrants were younger than 15 years old (Royaume du Maroc 1996).
Table 5.1. Features of the interviewees.
Sex Year of birth Year of settlement Age at settlement
 1 Female 1937 1962 25
 2 Female 1971 1989 18
 3 Male 1943 1965 22
 4 Male 1947 1975-1977 28-30
 5 Female 1909 1936 27
 6 Male 1962 1975 13
 7 Male 1930 1940 10
 8 Female 1954 1973 19
 9 Male 1949 1974 25
10 Male 1948 After 1960 ?
5.2 The interviews
This section of the chapter sets out the transcribed interviews. We have chosen for a 
relatively free reproduction of the conversations we had with the slum dwellers, i.e. 
the content of the answers remains unchanged, but we did not write them down too 
literally as our interviewees often fl itted from one subject to another. In order to make 
the text readable we have restructured the responses of the interviewees. To guarantee 
the anonymity of the migrants their names have been changed. A fi nal remark about 
the reproduction of the interviews concerns religious references. Contrary to the opin-
ion of some oral historians, we decided to omit all spiritual utterances, as we reached 
a posteriori the conclusion that they did not contribute at all to the understanding of 
the intentions, expectations and actions of the interviewed migrants. An example may 
underline this point of view: every interviewee started his answer to the question of 
whether he was satisfi ed with his current situation in Casablanca with the phrase 
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‘Hamdoulah/Hamdoulilah’ (praise the lord). If we were to ask the same question to a 
rich Moroccan business man, he too would begin his answer in the same way, since it 
is the duty of Muslims to maintain this religious discourse. That said, religious convic-
tions can, of course, infl uence migration, but as this was obviously not the case in our 
interviews, such remarks have been left out of the transcripts.
The Bachko shanty town
Interview with Fatima from Oulad Bouaziz
Fatima was born in 1937 in Oulad Bouaziz, a small village in the Doukala region. She 
migrated with her husband and two young children – a boy and a girl – to Casablanca 
47 years ago, where they settled in Fermat el Bachir. They lived there for eight years 
until the shanty town was destroyed by the state. Subsequently, they moved to Bachko 
where Fatima lives today with her family. Her husband died a few years ago and she 
now lives together with her two sons, their wives and her grandchildren.
Fatima told us that she and her husband decided together to leave the countryside 
as they were convinced that they had no future there. They had lived in misery and 
poverty in the small village of Oulad Bouaziz. Her husband, an unskilled mason, was 
frequently without work, like so many others in the region, where unemployment had 
been very high. They had experienced periods in which there was almost nothing to eat 
and money was always scarce. This had, according to Fatima, been the prime motiva-
tion for migration. Initially, they had moved to El Jadida, the major city in the Doukala 
region, but as her husband found no work there they left for Casablanca, believing that 
there was a demand for labor in the building sector in the economic heart of the coun-
try. Fatima’s husband knew the city, as he had worked there from time to time with a 
friend from the same region. They had stayed regularly as day laborers for two or three 
weeks in the city, returning to their home village with the money they had earned. 
When they finally settled down in Casablanca, Fatima’s husband continued his work 
as a day laborer. They lived a better quality of life now, as her husband had a higher 
income, but he never earned enough to rent or buy an apartment and so they stayed in 
the shanty town. Finally, he found a job in a cardboard factory, where he continued his 
work as a mason. His job was to construct and repair walls in the factory. Fatima lived 
as a housewife until her husband died, at which point she took on work as a scrub-
woman, in order to earn her own living and to provide for her children.
Before they moved to Casablanca, the couple had a very good idea about the city. 
They knew that there was more work available in the building sector and that wage 
levels were higher. Fatima had hoped that they would be able to live in a real house, 
but this turned out to be impossible. The greatest problem had been the fact that her 
husband was unskilled. To find a good job with a higher income, professional training 
as a mason was necessary. Fatima admitted that the couple did not realise that educa-
tion was so important prior to leaving for Casablanca. They had believed that skills and 
hard labor alone would be sufficient. As Fatima reflects on their decision to migrate, 
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she is very happy. In Casablanca they had not only more money at their disposal but 
there were also schools, hospitals and other services, which were absent in Oulad 
Bouaziz. If anybody was ill in the village they had had to make a trip of three hours 
to the nearest hospital (in El Jadida), whereas all services in Casablanca were close to 
her residence. Furthermore, she had more freedom in the city. In the countryside she 
was obliged to stay almost always in the house. In Casablanca she was allowed to leave 
her dwelling. Social contacts had also been fewer in the countryside since houses were 
not located next to each other as they were in Bachko. ‘Yet all these benefits’, Fatima 
repeated, ‘had not contributed to their decision to leave the countryside.’ It had been 
the misery, the unemployment and the hunger which had led them out of the country-
side. The living accommodation she has today is better than what she had before in 
the countryside where there was a lack of running water and electricity. Today, Fatima 
has electricity at her disposal and free potable water is obtainable from a shared water 
tap in the shanty town, not far away from the slum. As a result of the higher income 
her husband earned in the city, he had been able to marry a second wife, with whom 
he also had children. This family lived in another building.
When we asked Fatima why they had gone to El Jadida and Casablanca and not to 
any other Moroccan city, she said that they did not have any knowledge about other cit-
ies. They knew El Jadida because it was the principal city in the region and they knew 
that there was a high demand for laborers in Casablanca. For similar reasons, she had 
never considered leaving Casablanca. Their home region and El Jadida had nothing to 
offer them, so why would they have gone to another place?
A narrow alley, typical to Casablanca’s slum areas. X
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We also asked Fatima about the influence of family and friends on the decision to go to 
Casablanca, but she told us that this had not been important. With the exception of a 
friend who had previously worked with her husband in the city, nobody had influenced 
their decision. At the moment they left the countryside they did not have family or friends 
in Casablanca and so their move to the city was not part of a wider chain of migration, 
neither did their move create a new wave of migrants. Brothers and sisters stayed, for 
instance, where they were, as they were farmers with a relatively large area of tillage land, 
which provided them with sufficient money and food. One of Fatima’s sons, however, 
married a woman from the Doukala region who was a distant relative of the family.
Interview with Nora from Jamaat Eklem Tamda Awlad Amran
Nora was born in 1971 in the Doukala region, in a settlement called Jamaat Eklem 
Tamda Awlad Amran, not far from Sidi Bennour, which is some 50 kilometers south of 
El Jadida. Twenty years ago, after the death of her father-in-law, she and her husband – 
a landless farm laborer from the Doukala region – migrated to the Bachko shanty town 
in Casablanca. They moved into the inherited slum from her husband’s father.
According to Nora, the primary reason for leaving the countryside was the high 
unemployment during periods of drought, which caused poverty and hunger. As the 
family did not own any farm land, Nora’s husband worked as a day laborer for other 
farmers in the surrounding area. In rainy periods they lived relatively well, as jobs were 
readily available; during dry spells, however, farmers did not need many agricultural 
contractors, as work in the fields was slack in those times. These periods were very dif-
ficult for the family, as Nora’s husband was usually out of work. With no income com-
ing into the home, it did not take long for poverty, hunger and fear for the future to rear 
their heads. During one of these periods of drought Nora and her husband decided to 
leave the Doukala region and head for Casablanca, where they moved into the recently 
inherited slum dwelling of Nora’s father-in-law. Life in Jamaat Eklem Tamda Awlad 
Amran had simply been too insecure.
When we asked Nora why they had chosen Casablanca as a final destination, she 
admitted that initially they had wanted to move to the village of Sidi Benor, where 
thanks to irrigation projects many agricultural jobs were available. However, they had 
been unable to find somewhere to live there. Two things had led them to the decision 
to move to Casablanca: First, they already possessed a dwelling in Casablanca; and sec-
ond, they thought that the economic heart of the country was a job paradise. Her father-
in-law and also Nora’s former neighbors had both lived in Casablanca and had painted 
a very rosy picture of the city. She had truly imagined that she would find money in the 
street. Unlike her husband, Nora had never visited the city before. Her husband, how-
ever, had occasionally worked for short periods in Casablanca as a day laborer, espe-
cially during the dry spells. He had worked as an unskilled mason on building sites.
When Nora settled in Casablanca, her husband took up his work as a day laborer in 
the building sector. However, after a while he became ill and the doctor forbade him to 
continue his work as a mason. He tried to become a merchant, but without any starting 
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capital he had been unable to establish a business. Today, Nora’s husband is active in 
the informal sector of the economy. He sells peas in the street to bring some money in 
and Nora sometimes works as a char in rich households. However, Nora told us that 
the number of jobs available in wealthy households has decreased sharply as a result 
of the introduction of technology such as washing machines, dishwashers, driers and 
so on. As a result, Nora spends most of her time at home with her young daughters, 
both of whom were born in Casablanca.
We asked Nora if she was still satisfied with her decision to come to Casablanca and 
if she ever thought about leaving the city one day. She said that although there were 
some advantages to living in Dar el Beida, she did not feel she had really improved her 
life situation. The house she had lived in in the countryside was, for example, better 
than the slum she lives in today, despite it having no electricity and running water. The 
greatest disappointment, she said, is the fact that her husband is, just like before, very 
often jobless. This means that there is no money to live in a decent house. Her eldest 
daughter has even dropped out of school as they were no longer able to pay for her 
school books. The high cost of living in Casablanca is also a problem. Food, for example, 
is more expensive than in the countryside and recently food prices have increased again. 
The family is not earning any more money than it used to, but their expenses are higher 
than before. As a result, they live in poverty. Their situation today is probably worse 
than before in the countryside. Nora says that, of late, she has thought frequently about 
going back to the countryside. Her husband, however, is accustomed to city life and they 
do not have farmland or a house in their home region to go back to. As the family has 
no money, they cannot afford to go anywhere. Since it is forbidden by the state to sell 
slums, they are unable to move anywhere else, not even to another shanty town.
We asked Nora what she thinks about the government project ‘Villes sans Bidon-
villes’. She told us that, initially, she had been enthusiastic about the re-housing plans. 
She would really like to live in a regular apartment. Today, however, she fears that she 
will lose everything she has. The government offered a piece of land and some money 
to the slum dwellers so that they can start constructing a house in a new quarter being 
established at the outskirts of the metropolis. Additionally, Nora and her husband were 
promised access to take credit under favorable conditions. The money, however, ended 
up in the pockets of public servants and so there is no money to start building a house. 
The state, however, will go ahead with its plans to destroy her slum. Nora does not 
know what to do. They will be obliged to rent an apartment, but as they live today for 
free and still struggle to get by, she fears that they will be in even greater trouble at the 
moment they have to move.
A few days after our interview we met Nora’s husband in Bachko. He was in a panic 
and told us that a public servant had come to their dwelling to tell them that they had to 
move out of their slum because it would be destroyed the day after. We wanted to know 
what their plans were. Her husband told us that he would stay as a homeless person in 
Casablanca awaiting for events to unfold. Nora and the children, however, had gone to 
stay with family in the Doukala region. He had tears in his eyes and we did not know what 
to say. We drunk some Moroccan tea together, wished him good luck and said goodbye.
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The Slums of Carrières Centrales
Interview with Aziz from Oulad Moussa
Aziz was born in 1943 in a settlement called Ouled Moussa, not far from the small city 
of Gara, some 50 kilometers east of Casablanca (in the province of Settat), on the bor-
der of the Chaouia and Ouardigha region. In 1965, at the age of 22, Aziz arrived alone 
in Casablanca, where he settled in the shanty towns of Carrières Centrales. At the time 
he left the countryside he was a bachelor and had been living with his parents. Today 
he is married and has four children – three boys and one girl – and they all live together 
in one slum not far from the hovel he inhabited when he entered the town more than 
four decades ago.
We asked Aziz why he had decided to leave the countryside. He told us that the 
main motivation for leaving his native village had been the restricted employment 
opportunities in Oulad Moussa and its surrounding areas. At the time he left the vil-
lage, his parents were already retired and they had sold their farmland in order to be 
able to make ends meet. Aziz, therefore, had been obliged to work as a farm laborer 
on nearby farms in the village. He worked in the fields (sowing, harvesting, etc.) and 
tended the herds. He was, however, no longer able to earn a living in his village and 
had been forced to leave the countryside. He had not been able to cope with the situ-
ation. ‘Leaving the countryside had everything to do with employment opportunities, 
which sooner or later meant survival.’
Aziz moved away from the countryside in order to find a better job, which would 
enable him to marry. In fact, he found several jobs but although the level of income 
was higher than what he had earned in the countryside, he was unable to buy or rent a 
decent apartment. Initially, Aziz worked in a brick factory but, by his own account, he 
was treated as a slave and therefore he had decided to switch jobs. After some time, he 
started to work in public road construction (travaux publics), but he lost this job when 
less laborers were needed as a result of a decline in road construction. In order to get 
by, he bought a cart, which he uses to transport cardboard and pieces of textile from 
one business to another. He gets the cardboard and textiles for free and sells it on for a 
small amount to factories where these materials are recycled.
A lack of funds meant that Aziz’s children did not finish secondary school. More-
over the children – born between 1980 and 1990 – were aware that the family budget 
was very small and therefore they started to search for work when they were still very 
young. Currently, only one son has found a job with a contract; he is a bus mechanic. 
Another son has moved to Italy having married a Moroccan girl who grew up there. He 
has been unable to find a job in Italy.
When we asked Aziz why he had chosen Casablanca and not another major Moroc-
can city, he said that relatives had influenced his decision. Some of his brothers, uncles 
and several cousins already lived in Casablanca. Moreover, many people had told him 
that it was easy to find a good job in Dar el Beida. He knew that French and Jewish 
people were engaged in business in Casablanca and that they created job possibilities 
in the economic heart of the country.
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We wanted to know if Aziz had ever thought about leaving Casablanca one day. 
He told us that in the past he had imagined going to a place where he could earn well 
and his children could become educated. Since he did not know of any place where 
he could make these dreams come true, he stayed in Casablanca. Today, however, he 
does not want to leave the city, as the government has recently decided to offer a piece 
of land to all the inhabitants of the shanty town. However, as he does not have any 
money to build a house on it, he will probably not be able to live in Lahrawiyine, the 
city district where all the slum dwellers of Carrières Centrales have been given their 
building lot. Despite this, the government will destroy the whole shanty town in the 
near future. For the moment, Aziz has no idea where he will go to. He hopes that the 
government will expand its aid programme. He admitted that he is sleeping badly 
because of these problems.
Aziz said that in 1965, when he decided to leave the countryside and settle in Casa-
blanca, he had had a good idea about the possibilities Dar el Beida could offer him. At 
this time he already knew the city quite well, as he regularly visited his family there. 
He was, however, not able to find a good job and decent accommodation in the city. 
Nevertheless, today his standard of living is better than when he was in the country-
side. Although his house today is not well appointed, it does have a connection to the 
water mains and electricity, two things which were absent in the countryside. When we 
asked him if he would make the same decision again to move away from the village to 
Casablanca, we got a strong confirmation. His circumstances in Casablanca were not 
easy, but they were certainly better than in the countryside. Today, he is able to earn a 
living, previously this had been impossible. If he would have stayed in the countryside, 
he would probably never have been able to marry. Thus, Aziz has improved his stan-
dard of living, but not in the way he had once hoped for.
Interview with Ahmed from Oulad Said
Ahmed was born in 1947 in the settlement Oulad Said, only a few kilometers west of 
the city of Settat. He lived here until 1975 with his mother and two brothers. Ahmed’s 
father died when he was a small child, but he is unable to recall how old he was when 
it happened and it is hard for Ahmed to remember him. Ahmed has travelled a lot 
through Morocco, but after marrying a woman in Casablanca, he stayed in Carrières 
Centrales, where they live today with their children.
We asked Ahmed how he and his family had earned a living in the countryside. He 
told us that it had been very hard growing up in a rural environment without a father. 
His mother received no money from the government and there had been no life insur-
ance when his father died. Consequently, the whole family had been obliged to work 
as hard as possible. His parents had sold their farmland because the yields from the 
land had been meager and they thought that it would be better to have the money. 
Instead, they worked as agricultural laborers for farmers in the surrounding area, but 
the money they got for their land was soon spent. The family had no farmland, no 
money, and only had their labor to offer. This capacity decreased dramatically when 
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Ahmed’s father died. Like his mother and brothers, Ahmed had to tend the herds of 
nearby peasants in order to get by. Now and then he was also engaged in sowing and 
harvesting. In this way, the family tried to scrape together a living. They worked long 
days but still did not earn sufficient money to live from.
During a heavy period of drought the situation became insufferable and the family 
decided to leave the countryside and go to Casablanca. We asked Ahmed why they had 
chosen Casablanca as their destination. He said that after the death of his father his 
mother had always said that she wanted to go to Dar el Beida, where they had family. 
In fact, almost everybody in Oulad Said who wanted to quit rural life went to Casa-
blanca. The family had thought that this city had the best employment opportunities. 
Why would they have chosen another destination? Casablanca seemed to be the most 
logical solution. Besides, it had been unthinkable to move to a city where they had no 
family and Casablanca was the only Moroccan city where they had relatives – cousins 
and a half-brother. One particular opportunity had contributed greatly to the decision 
to settle in Casablanca: a half-brother offered them his slum for free, as he migrated 
to France to live with his brother. However, Ahmed wanted to stress that they never 
received any further help from these relatives, although they had been in want of it.
We wanted to know how Ahmed had earned a living in the economic heart of the 
country. He told us that at the time he entered Casablanca it had been easy to find a 
job. There had been sufficient employment opportunities and he was highly motivated. 
Initially, he had worked as a day laborer at a large wholesale vegetable business in the 
Belvedère quarter (today located in Sidi Othmane). He loaded and unloaded trucks 
with vegetables and as well as earning some money everyday, Ahmed could also take 
home vegetables for free. His work brought him into contact with many truck drivers. 
Through these contacts he was able to get a job as a substitute driver. He repaired 
broken tires, checked oil levels and washed windshields, etc. By doing this job, Ahmed 
became motivated to become a truck driver himself. He learned more and more about 
trucks and in 1974 he obtained a driving license for all categories of vehicles. Almost 
immediately, he got a job as a driver. The truck he drove was new and belonged to a 
friend of his who was a business man in the wholesale trade. He worked a year for him, 
transporting vegetables all over the country.
When King Hassan II organized the Green March in November 1975, Ahmed was 
one of the participants.39 He gave up his job as a truck driver in order to discover the 
Western Sahara. It was not his intention to settle there, as so many other Moroccans 
did, he said. He was just looking for adventure and the occasion offered him this pos-
sibility. He wanted to discover how life was in the desert. He went to Tarfaya and lived 
there with thousands of countrymen in tents. Meals and drinks were offered for free by 
the government and he stayed for one month.
When he came back from the Sahara, he married (in 1976) and started work again 
as a truck driver. However, after a while he became dissatisfied with this job as his boss 
refused to give him a contract. At this time, his wife and children lived with his mother 
in Carrières Centrales and he wanted to offer them some security, given that most of 
the time he was on the road. If he died in an accident they would be left without any 
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income. He found this too much of a risk. Conflicts arose between Ahmed and his boss 
and he decided he no longer wanted to drive day and night across the whole country 
without being insured. He changed his employer several times to try to secure his fam-
ily’s future, but his efforts did not bear fruits. After some time he began working in 
his brother’s timber yard, which was located next to his slum in Carrières Centrales. 
His brother no longer wanted to run the small firm, because of problems with beggars, 
criminals and customers, who constantly stole money from him. According to Ahmed, 
his brother was not suited to this job, since he was too shy to handle those people. 
Until recently, Ahmed was able to live from the earnings from the timber yard, but 
lately he had lost many customers. When the slum dwellers from Carrières Centrales 
were informed by the government that they would have to move away, they stopped 
building and repairing their hovels. This led to a drop in the demand for timber and his 
income has, in fact, become much lower than it had been previously. For the moment, 
Ahmed does not know what to do, as he has no idea what the future will bring.
We asked Ahmed if he had visited Casablanca before, when he still lived in the 
countryside and if he had imagined then that he would live there in the way that he 
does now. He told us that he had visited the city once before he had settled in Dar el 
Beida. He had accompanied a man, who drove a truck and transported vegetables from 
the countryside to Casablanca. So, Ahmed had an impression of Dar el Beida before he 
settled there, but the picture had been too positive. Ahmed had visited the relatively 
rich city quarter of Belvedère and he had thought that he could live one day like the 
people there if he worked hard. Ahmed admitted that he had never imagined that he 
would end up in a shanty town. His picture of Casablanca had been much too rosy.
We wanted to know if Ahmed was satisfied with his migration from the countryside 
to Casablanca and if he lives better today than he did in Oulad Said. He told us that in 
many ways he is dissatisfied with his current situation. He still lives in a shanty town 
even though he has worked his whole life. ‘Looking back at the years which have 
passed the city has offered me nothing’, he said. Nevertheless, Ahmed thinks that he 
lives today a little better than he did before in the countryside. The last five years they 
have had electricity and running water at their disposal, something which even today 
is absent in his natal village. Yet the house they had lived in in the countryside had 
been much larger than the slum dwelling in the shanty town. In addition, Ahmed has 
a serious problem with the social environment he lives in. Many of the slum dwellers 
in Carrières Centrales are unsociable or even criminal. It’s not unusual for parents to 
drink alcohol and take drugs in front of their children and they even stimulate them to 
do the same. Fights between parents and children are common. Night time is always 
a problem as this is when people drink a lot of alcohol and start confrontations with 
recently settled slum dwellers, who are often unable to defend themselves as they do 
not yet have a network of friends and relatives in the slum. ‘The terms of abuse they 
use are awful and often serious fights arise.’
Life is certainly insecure in Carrières Centrales and this is exacerbated by the fact 
that the police are afraid to enter the shanty town. According to Ahmed, they only 
come if somebody dies. ‘In order to defend yourself, you have to rely on family and 
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friends’, he explained. Outside of the shanty town in the regular city quarters, these 
problems are unknown, since the police are always present there and intervene if 
things get out of hand. The police are afraid of the slum dwellers, because they know 
that many of these people have nothing to lose. Many of those who take drugs would 
kill a policeman without any hesitation. At the moments when the police do decide to 
enter Carrières Centrales they come with many men. There is, however, yet another 
reason why the police are mostly absent in the shanty town. Many people prefer life in 
jail above life in the shanty town, some slum dwellers even commit crime in order to 
be imprisoned. In contrast to life in the slums, in jail they have little to fear and do no 
have to worry about having enough to eat.
‘In such an environment, you do not want to live’, Ahmed said. It became clear 
to us that he loathes Carrières Centrales and he had been unaware of all these social 
problems when he lived in Oulad Said. He had lived there with poor people, but they 
had behaved responsibly; they did not break the law. Ahmed believes that he would 
probably be better off living in the countryside today than in Dar el Beida. His standard 
of living has not improved in all the years he has stayed in Casablanca. If he could get 
some land and cattle he would immediately return to the countryside. However, with-
out this capital, he cannot afford such an investment and so he is stuck in the shanty 
town. ‘Without money you cannot live in the countryside; in the city it is possible to 
earn everyday a little money in order to buy food; this is sometimes impossible in the 
countryside’, he explained to us.
We asked Ahmed why he had chosen to spend his life in Casablanca, despite hav-
ing travelled extensively in Morocco. He answered that, initially, he had thought that 
he could improve his standard of living in Casablanca. Indeed, he had made some 
improvements during his career. From a day laborer at the wholesale business he had 
become a truck driver with a contract. However, after he married, it became clear that 
no further professional improvement was possible in Casablanca. Now, however, he 
did not want to move as he had children and he thought that their future was best 
secured in Dar el Beida. Nevertheless, after a short interval he said that it had never 
really been on his mind to leave the city. Almost his entire family lived in Casablanca 
and he knew that in other Moroccan cities employment opportunities were even worse. 
He had often thought about moving to another city quarter, but his income had been 
insufficient to live in a regular apartment. There had been no possibility of leaving the 
shanty town.
Finally, we asked Ahmed about the government plans to destroy the shanty town 
and how he sees his future and the prospects for his children. He told us that he will get 
a piece of land in the city quarter of Lahrawiyine but that, without any savings, he does 
not know how he will be able to build a house on it. He thinks about this problem day 
and night. He will have to take out a loan. ‘But will he be able to pay off the debt?’, he 
asked us. Nowadays he earns just enough money to buy food and clothes for himself 
and his family. He hopes that the government will help him. Nevertheless, he really 
likes the idea of living with his wife and six children in the new city quarter, as it would 
be a big improvement to their quality of life and he hates Carrières Centrales deeply.
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Interview with Hanou from Sidi Ben Maachou
Hanou was born in 1909 in Sidi Ben Maachou, not far from the village of Ouled Said, in 
the province of Settat. Two years after she married in the countryside, at the age of 27, 
she came to Casablanca. Together with her husband, her mother-in-law and her sister-in-
law she settled in Carrières Centrales, where she lives today with one of her daughters. 
Hanou is 99 years old and although she does not hear so well anymore, she was able to 
answer our questions. Hanou complained about the fact that it was hard having outlived 
most of her children. Indeed, seven had died already and her husband passed away 
decades ago. She was thankful for our companionship and sometimes she gave us very 
extensive answers. However, as many responses were less valuable for our investigation 
we have shortened her reply in such a way that the core of her arguments remain.
We first asked Hanou why she had left the countryside. She told us that her hus-
band Abdelkader, her mother-in-law and her sister-in-law had taken the decision to 
leave Sidi Ben Maachou behind and come to Casablanca. She had no say in this deci-
sion, although her life changed enormously as a result of this migration movement. She 
knew, however, why the others had decided to leave the countryside and why they had 
headed to Dar el Beida. The direct cause for leaving Sidi Ben Maachou had been the fact 
that Hanou’s husband had suddenly become unemployed. At this time he was an elec-
trician and he had worked at the local power plant of a reservoir. Abdelkader became 
unemployed when this plant was closed after the foreign operator (probably a French 
engineering company) left Morocco. Before Abdelkader worked for the power plant he 
had worked on his father’s farm. However, after the death of Hanou’s father-in-law a 
quarrel had arisen about the partition of the farmland and Abdelkader had received too 
little land to live from. Subsequently, he stopped his agricultural activities.
Hanou had grown up in a family with a lot of farmland and, under normal circum-
stances, she would have inherited more than enough land for her and her husband to 
live from. However, she had been unlucky; her cousins seized all the possessions of 
her father. The story is a very complex one but, in brief, Hanou’s father had lived for 
many years in Abda (in the region of Safi) where a large part of the family’s farmland 
was located. Hanou’s mother, however, had lived in Sidi ben Maachou, since she had 
refused to live in Abda. Hanou’s father had wanted to come to Sidi ben Maachou to 
celebrate Aït el Kebir (a ceremonial offering of a sheep by Muslims) but, tragically, he 
had died in an accident on the way. Since Hanou and her mother did not know that he 
wanted to come, they thought that he was still working in the fields in Abda. It was only 
a year and a half later that they learned of his death. During this time, however, the chil-
dren of the sister of Hanou’s father had successfully claimed all the farmland. They had 
convinced the Kaid (mayor) of El Jadida that they had the right to inherit the property 
of their uncle. They probably used false documents. However, the decision of the Kaid 
was irreversible and, as a result, Hanou and her mother had lost all their property.
So, both Hanou and her husband had no farmland and there were hardly any 
employment opportunities in Sidi Ben Maachou and its environs. The power plant had 
been one of the few opportunities. When it was closed, however, they were more or 
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less forced to leave their home in order to find work elsewhere. Hanou’s in-laws had 
decided to go to Casablanca as they had heard that Dar el Beida was ‘a beautiful city 
with a great demand for laborers’. The daughter of a neighbor – Kebira Bint el Ham-
douchi – already lived in Casablanca and she visited them sometimes and told Hanou’s 
mother-in-law about the situation in the city: ‘There are many French and there is a 
lot of employment, life is better there than in Sidi Ben Maachou’. Hanou arrived in 
Casablance with her family by bus. At this time she had one little son. They took no 
belongings with them from the countryside, except for a bag of flour, so that Hanou 
could bake some bread upon arrival in Dar el Beida.
We asked Hanou how she and her husband had earned a living in Casablanca. She 
told us that her husband had initially worked in the Cosimar sugar refinery. After some-
time, however, he was able to find work again in an energy plant located in the city 
quarter of Hay Mohammedi, next to Carrières Centrales. Initially Hanou did not earn 
money; she stayed in the tent, which was located in present day Carrières Centrales.40 It 
was her task to prepare drinks and meals and organize their belongings in the tent. After 
some time, however, she started to work as a scrubwoman in French households in the 
ville nouvelle. There was no standard income for her labors; every family paid her a dif-
ferent amount. After independence, Hanou and her husband both found jobs in a plastic 
factory where there was a great demand for labor and where they expected to be able to 
earn some decent money. However, Hanou gave up this work when her daughter Aicha 
found her first job. From that moment on Hanou stayed at home as a housewife.
We wanted to know if Hanou had imagined that she would live in this way in Casa-
blanca or that she had had another impression of modern city life before she came to Dar 
el Beida. At the same time, we asked her if she was satisfied by the decision to leave the 
countryside behind and settle in Casablanca. Hanou said that she had had no real idea 
about Casablanca when she lived in Sidi Ben Maachou. She had never visited the city 
before and she never really thought much about the future. Hanou just wanted to have 
some money so that she would be able to eat and clothe herself. She had thought that 
this goal was attainable in Casablanca and this turned out to be the case. She was happy 
when she arrived in Dar el Beida because she liked the city much more than Sidi Ben 
Maachou. Before she had had to wash herself and her clothes in the river, whereas in 
Casablanca there were hamams (Turkish bathhouses) and public water taps. Furthermore, 
she was impressed by the presence of the French, who were very rich and provided a lot 
of employment everywhere in the town. City life in general was more exciting than life 
in the countryside and she had more contact with neighbors and enjoyed more freedom.
We asked her if she had been bothered by the fact that, initially, she had had to 
live in a tent, whereas in Sidi Ben Machou she had lived in a small house. Hanou told 
us that this had been no problem for her, as she did not need luxury; after all so many 
other urban in-migrants had lived in the same way. Nevertheless, after some time the 
family had built a slum. They got the money for the materials from a French woman 
they called Madame Jolie. This generous woman was a friend of Hanou’s daughter 
Aïcha and she had visited them once. When Madame Jolie saw that the family only 
lived in a tent, she had given them some money to erect a dwelling. Over time, Hanou 
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changed her slum but she never left Carrières Centrales. She really wanted to live in 
a regular apartment somewhere in the city but they had never earned enough money 
to make this wish come true. Their income had been just enough to feed them. When 
they became old, they did not get any retirement pay, neither from an employer, nor 
from the Moroccan government.
We were curious about whether Hanou had ever thought about leaving Casablanca. 
She disaffirmed our question. She had never talked or even thought about going to 
another city. There were just two places in her life which she knew: Sidi Ben Maachou 
and Casablanca. As she did not want to return to former, she had stayed in the latter. 
Where else would they have gone to?
Interview with Khalid from Ben Ahmed
Khalid was born in 1962 in Ben Ahmed. This village is located in the province of Settat, 
some 60 kilometers east of Casablanca. Khalid – unlike some of his brothers – never 
went to school and, indeed, remains illiterate until today. He shares one overcrowded 
slum dwelling with his wife, fi ve children and fi ve other families in the shanty town of 
Carrières Centrales in Casablanca.
Our conversation with Khalid took root when we asked him about the life he had 
lived in the countryside. He told us that his parents were smallholders in Ben Ahmed. 
They had owned some farmland in the surrounding area but this had been completely 
inadequate in terms of supporting the whole family. As a small child, Khalid had been 
obliged to share everything with his brothers and sisters; something which he really 
disliked. Moreover, he had never attended school, as he needed to work the whole year 
with his parents in agriculture. Khalid told us that the complicated life in the country-
side was even harder during dry spells, since yields were very meagre in those years. 
There was always too little money, although the whole family worked hard, but in those 
years when the rains failed, they lived in very poor conditions. It was during those times 
that the young Khalid became completely dissatisfied with his life in the countryside.
Khalid had two brothers who lived in Casablanca; as a child he visited them fre-
quently. In this way he came into contact with modern city life, which he fell in love 
with from the very first moment he arrived in the lively metropolis. He told us that, by 
contrast, ‘life in the countryside was boring and he wanted to have a good job, live in a 
lovely city apartment and drive a nice car.’ His brothers served as an example to Khalid, 
as they both lived well in the metropolis at the Atlantic Ocean. One was an engineer 
and the other a barber. Khalid thought that if he could settle down in Casablanca, he 
could live like them or even better. He did not worry about employment opportunities. 
Everyone who decided to leave the countryside in order to work in a Moroccan city 
went to Dar el Beida and they never returned. As they stayed where they were, Khalid 
reasoned, they had improved their quality of life.
In 1975, when he was only 13 years old, Khalid decided to migrate to Casablanca 
in order to make his dream come true. This dream was to earn a good salary and live 
in a beautiful residence somewhere in the economic heart of the country. It was his 
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intention to improve his standard of living once and for all. Khalid came alone to 
Casablanca; his parents stayed on their farm in Ben Ahmed. Except for some clothes, 
he arrived in the metropolis with nothing. He went to join his brothers and lived alter-
nately with them. Soon after settling in Dar el Beida he realised that everything was 
going to be much harder to achieve than he had imagined. When he discovered the real 
city life, he became aware that having a good job in Casablanca was almost impossible 
for unskilled in-migrants. He worked for a long time without an employment contract 
and insurance in a candle factory. The salary was very low and he was unhappy with 
the working conditions. He worked long days, his boss was unfriendly and the money 
he earned was only sufficient to buy his daily bread.
However, Khalid met his future wife in the candle factory. She was also involved in 
the production of candles and soon they fell in love with each other. After some time 
they decided to marry and today they have five children, including twins (respectively 
17, 12 and 9 years old and the twins are 4 years old). After the wedding, Khalid moved 
into the overcrowded slum dwelling of his wife’s family in Carriere Centrale, where our 
interview took place.
After marriage, life became even more difficult because Khalid was now obliged to 
make his meagre salary stretch to care for his wife and children too. He asked his broth-
ers to help him find a good job but he was never accepted for the vacancies he applied 
for. Time after time he was refused because he was unskilled. With time, Khalid became 
aware that he was only ever going to be able to find unskilled jobs with low salaries. 
This was a great disappointment, since he realized that his dream – the driving force 
behind his move to Casablanca – would probably never come true. However, he did 
not abandon all hope and in 1991 he suddenly got an opportunity to improve his life. 
With the help of a friend he found a contracted job in Saudi Arabia. In order to improve 
the quality of life for the family, he left his wife and children behind in Casablanca and 
headed to the Arabian Peninsula where he worked selling car radios. However, shortly 
after arrival Khalid had problems with his employer. Khalid, a faithful Muslim, found it 
unacceptable that his boss consumed alcohol on the work floor and many discussions 
arose because of this. At the same time, the business was not going well as Khalid and 
his colleagues were not selling many radios. Once again Khalid found himself living in 
misery and things got even worse. He could not even buy a ticket for the plane to come 
back to Morocco. After a year, he was able to find the money to return to Casablanca. 
Everything he had earned, he had spent, so the migration move to Saudi Arabia had 
been financially unrewarding and he had failed to improve his standard of living.
Back in Casablanca Khalid rented a small shop selling cleaning products. The shop 
is located in Hay Mohammadi, not far away from the slum he lives in. He always has 
some customers as he knows many people in this neighborhood. If he compares his 
present job with the work he did before, he concludes that his income has increased a 
little. Moreover, he likes the fact that he is autonomous, to a certain degree, as he does 
not have a boss to tell him what to do the whole day. However, financially, the progress 
remains slow and he is still unable to live in a decent apartment. He just earns too little 
money to realize this dream.
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We asked Khalid if he was satisfied with his decision to settle in Casablanca or 
whether he regretted quitting the countryside. We also asked him to compare his situa-
tion in Ben Ahmed with the way he currently lives in Casablanca. Khalid told us that he 
regrets moving to Casablanca and that if he did not have five children, he would have 
returned to his parents in the countryside long ago. However, as there are no schools and 
other services in Ben Ahmed, he thinks that it is better for the future of his children to 
stay in Casablanca. He is clear though, that if he had known Casablanca in 1975 like he 
knows it today he would never have come, as the metropolis can not offer him the job 
and living conditions he had once dreamed of. He would have stayed with his parents 
in the countryside. That said, the farm they had lived in there was worse than the over-
crowded slum he inhabits today and it had no electricity and running water. In general, 
however, Khalid believes that he had lived a better life in the countryside than he does 
in Dar el Beida. ‘Nevertheless, in the present situation’, he repeated again, ‘it is better 
to stay just in Casa’. He does not want to go anywhere else anymore. The unsuccessful 
adventure in Saudi Arabia erased his hopes for improving his standard of living any-
where else in the world. He certainly does not want to go anywhere where he does not 
have family anymore; and all his relatives live either in Ben Ahmed or in Casablanca.
A forgotten Moroccan boy plays in the slums of Carrières Centrales. X
Interview with Mohammed from Kalaat Sraghna
Mohammed was born somewhere around the year 1930 (like many other Moroccans 
of his age, he does not know exactly when)41 in a relatively large village called Kalaat 
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Sraghna, some 90 kilometers northeast of Marrakech. He lived in this village together 
with his parents, two brothers and eight sisters in a nouala (hut of branches or reed). 
‘But there had been families in the surroundings’, Mohammed emphasized, ‘who did 
not even possess a hut; they just lived anywhere beneath trees’. Mohammed’s mother 
was a housewife and his father a lumberman. Mohammed and his brothers worked as 
servants at farms in the surrounding areas. At the age of six or seven years, Moham-
med started to tend the herds (cows, goats and sheep) of farmers in Kalaat Sraghna; 
his brother did the same work. They did not earn money; they only got meals from the 
farmers in return for their work.
‘Life had always been difficult in the countryside, but in those times when almost 
no rain fell down, it was unbearable’. Mohammed remembers two years at the end of 
the 1930s that had been very hard indeed. Dry spells in those days were very severe, 
causing complete harvest failures. As a consequence, there was almost nothing to eat. 
‘Some people could still afford carrots with buttermilk; others, however, had to rely 
on grass!’ Hunger was rife. Mohammed and his family were very poor in those days; 
they did not even own shoes. Again, during World War Two there was almost nothing 
to eat. Moroccans from everywhere were recruited by the French to fight in Europe. If 
Mohammed had not been too young to enter the army, he would have certainly gone 
to the front, he told us, as he preferred the idea of war above starving in the country-
side. ‘Poverty was widespread; most villagers wore rags, but there were people in the 
surroundings that did not possess any clothes; they had wrapped themselves in leaves 
from trees or just went around naked’.
In 1940, Mohammed went with his uncle to Casablanca. He had never visited the 
city before and he admitted that it had been hard for him to imagine what life was 
like in Dar el Beida. He had heard from his two uncles – who, at this time, inhabited 
a self-made slum in Carrière Centrale – and people in the surrounding area that there 
were many jobs available in Casablanca. However, his uncles had not painted an overly 
rosy picture of city life. ‘It was possible to earn a living in Dar el Beida’, they had told 
him. Together with one of his uncles, Mohammed took the bus and train to the grow-
ing metropolis. As he did not have shoes, Mohammed traveled barefoot. On arrival he 
moved into his uncles’ slum. In contrast with today, there were only a few slums in 
Carrière Centrale at this time. What now forms the largest part of the current shanty 
town had been empty land then.
We asked Mohammed why he had left the countryside, while his family had stayed 
behind in Kalaat Sraghna. Furthermore, we wanted to know why Mohammed had not 
chosen to go to another Moroccan city. He told us that his parents and brothers and 
sisters had been afraid to leave the village. They were accustomed to rural life and 
they did not know if they could thrive in a large city. Mohammed and his uncles, by 
contrast, had reasoned in a different way. They thought that there was nothing more 
awful than hunger. ‘Why would they not choose the adventure? As they did not possess 
anything they had nothing to lose, except for their life. In the countryside, however, 
their life was far from secure: during the next famine they could starve to death’. It had 
not only been fear, however, which had kept Mohammed’s relatives in the countryside. 
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They really did not have the money to buy a ticket and go to Casablanca. ‘Should they 
have come by foot? They did not even have shoes’.
We were not completely satisfied by this answer. We wanted to know why he and 
his family had not gone to Marrakech or any other Moroccan town. Marrakech was 
nearer to his natal village and travel costs would have been lower if they had chosen to 
go to this southern Moroccan city. At the same, it would have been easier to return if 
they had been unable to settle in an urban environment. Mohammed said that he did 
not want to live in Marrakech, as the city had been wild in those days. ‘There had been 
no security at all’. At the same time, Casablanca was considered to be the city with 
the greatest economic opportunities. In the surrounding areas, more people had left 
for Casablanca than for Marrakech and they had left positive messages behind about 
the growing city on the Atlantic coast. For Mohammed, however, the most important 
reason to go to Casablanca had been the fact that his two uncles already lived there. At 
this time, he could not have imagined going to a place where he had no relatives. After 
all, he had still been very young when he left his native village.
We asked Mohammed how he had earned his living in Casablanca and if he was satis-
fied with his decision to go to Dar el Beida. He admitted that his life had not been easy in 
Casablanca. Nevertheless, he had never regretted his decision to leave the countryside, as 
he had improved his lifestyle. From the moment he had entered the city real hunger had 
become a thing of the past and he had always had some money. It had never been much, 
but it had been enough to buy sufficient food and clothes to live. He did not need to live 
in an apartment, as he was accustomed to life in a noualla. Luxury was redundant.
Upon arrival, Mohammed moved into the slum of the uncle who had taken him 
from Kalaat Sraghna to Casablanca. At this time, there were only a few slums in Car-
rière Centrale, while nowadays it is one of the largest shanty towns in Morocco. Car-
rière Centrale attracted more and more people from the countryside who were looking 
for a job in the city. ‘People built their slums themselves with cardboard and lumber; 
bricks were not yet utilized then. Some in-migrants, however, did not want to build a 
hovel themselves; they just nabbed one and alleged it was theirs. It was therefore not 
wise to be absent too long’, Mohammed remembers.
Mohammed soon found a job in a glass factory, where he worked side-by-side with 
many Italian laborers. The way he told this to us, made clear that the presence of these 
foreigners had deeply impressed him. However, after some time he had to give up this 
job as he could no longer stand the heat in the factory. Additional trouble arose when 
he ran into problems with the wife of his uncle; he did not want to live with her any-
more. The jobless Mohammed moved out of the slum and for a short while he lived as 
a homeless person in the street. Eventually, he found a job in a paint factory in Moham-
madia, some 20 kilometers northeast of Casablanca. The boss was Spanish and he 
offered the young Mohammed a place to sleep. He lived well, but it did not last forever. 
Problems arose when the Moroccan people started their struggle for independence and 
violence against foreigners became frequent. Mohammed decided to stop working for 
his Spanish boss as he was afraid that members of the independence movement might 
think he was a collaborator.
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Mohammed returned to Casablanca where he started to work for a small shop, 
which dealt in iron, waste paper and even bones. It was usable ‘garbage’, which he 
and his boss had collected in the streets, Mohammed explained to us. He did not earn 
much money but he had a roof over his head and he could eat, so he was contented. 
However, Mohammed was going through a bad patch. The French found out that he 
had not registered his move from Kalaat Sraghna to Dar el Beida at the town council. 
This meant that his migration had been an illegal act. The Police picked him up and 
brought him back to his natal village. Here he stayed for a year before returning to 
Casablanca for the same reason he had migrated previously: He lived in poverty again 
in Kelaat Sragnhna; he suffered from a shortage of food as real jobs were not available 
and farm yields were meager. Casablanca, by contrast, could offer him employment 
and food alike. He also had family and many friends in Dar el Beida and he knew the 
city very well. At the same time he had become an adult, which meant that he could 
take care of himself.
When Mohammed came back to Casablanca, he fell in love with a girl from Abda 
(in the Safi region). She was the daughter of a soldier who was stationed in Casa-
blanca. They married and she had four sons and one daughter but, unfortunately, 
she died. Mohammed did not remain alone. He remarried, this time to a cousin, who 
already lived in Carrières Centrales. Together they had three boys. Tragically she died 
too. Today, Mohammed is married to a woman with whom he has no children. She 
was a neighbor in Kelaat Sraghna, his natal village. Together with her and his sons – 
except for one who lives in Khouribgha, where he works in the local phosphate indus-
try– Mohammed lives in one crowded slum in Carrières Centrale. His son who lives 
in Khouribga is well educated; he wanted to become a police inspector and applied 
for a vacancy, but he did not get the job as he was unable to raise the 20,000 Dirham 
required.42 Another son is a car mechanic and for a while he lived in a regular apart-
ment, until he was unable to pay the rent, at which point he moved back into his 
father’s slum. The other sons work in the informal sector of the economy. One, for 
example, sells cigarettes at the entrance to Casablanca’s port.
Mohammed has often switched jobs. When he came back from Kelaat Sraghna, he 
worked initially for a vegetable wholesaler in the city district of Belvedère. Here, he 
loaded and unloaded trucks. Again as a day laborer, Mohammed worked for a while 
in Casablanca’s port. He also worked transporting building materials to construction 
sites. With his small cart, he carried bricks, lumber, iron and the like for his customers. 
When we asked Mohammed why he changed jobs so often, he explained to us that he 
had always worked as a day laborer. He had been unable to find a steady job. Like so 
many other urban in-migrants he earned his money where there was (unskilled) work 
to do and that was always at another place.
Apart from the brief spell in Mohammadia, Mohammed had stayed in Casablanca. 
We wanted to know if he had ever thought about going anywhere else. He told us that it 
had never crossed his mind to go to another city and he certainly did not want to return 
to the countryside. He had stayed in Casablanca because it was his fate to live here, he 
told us. He added that he thought that it was the most suitable place for him to live. He 
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was pleased by the fact that he had taken the decision to leave the countryside and live 
in Casablanca. Here there was always work, some money, food, clothes and a roof over 
his head. It had never been his intention to buy a house and live in a luxurious way. He 
is satisfied by the way he lives, as he has improved his life situation.
We also asked Mohammed about the plans of the Moroccan government to give an 
apartment or a piece of land to the slum dwellers. He told us that he will get 84 square 
meters of land from the government in the city quarter of Lahrawiyine. Together with 
his sons he wants to get a loan in order to build a house on the plot, but he still hopes 
that the government will offer them an apartment for free, as he does not have any 
savings. Nevertheless, they will do everything they can to build their own home on this 
piece of land.
The Thomas Shanty town
Interview with Mariam from Imin Tanouth Anﬁ fa
Mariam was born in 1954 in Imin Tanouth Anfi fa, near Ouarazazate, in southeastern 
Morocco. She lived with her mother, one sister and two brothers. Her father had died 
young. She does not remember him. They lived as peasants and owned their own 
farmland. They sowed corn on their fi elds and they had some cattle. However, life had 
been hard in the countryside, as they did not yield suffi cient crops. ‘Hunger was no 
exception in those days’, Mariam told us. Poverty was caused by a shortage of farmland 
and periods of drought. In Imin Tanouth Anfi fa they lived in a noualla, without running 
water and electricity. Mariam and her husband were – like their parents – illiterate; 
they never went to school. They did not even visit the Jamaâ (Koran school).
Mariam and her husband did not come directly to Casablanca. They migrated first 
to Figuig, a small city on the Algerian border, in the oriental region. Subsequently, they 
moved to the small port city of Sidi Ifni in southwestern Morocco. Prior to coming to Dar 
el Beida, they settled in Fkih Ben Salah, in the geographical centre of the country. When 
we asked Mariam why they had left the countryside, she told us that they had thought 
that they would be unable to get by as farmers in the long run. In the surrounding area, 
there had been no employment opportunities outside of the agricultural sector, so they 
took the decision to stop farming, which inevitably meant they would have to move 
away. They had always headed to places that they had heard of before and where there 
was unskilled employment available. However, each time her husband found only tem-
porary work. After a while, the demand for labor decreased and her husband became 
unemployed. This returned them to poverty and struggling to get enough to eat.
We asked her why they had finally come to Casablanca and why they had stayed 
here. Mariam told us that after her husband lost his job in Fkih Ben Salah, they had 
come across similar problems in Imin Tanouth Anfifa, Figuig and Sidi Ifni. Money was 
scarce and they never knew if they would have enough to be able to buy something to 
eat the next day. When she heard from relatives living in Casablanca that the situation 
was much better in Dar el Beida, they decided to join them. In 1973, they settled in the 
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shanty town of Thomas, where they live until today. They had remained in Dar el Beida 
because, unlike the places they had settled in previously, there was always employment 
available in the economic heart of the country. Her husband had been able to earn a 
daily wage. Hunger had become a thing of the past and they lived better than they had 
done before; they were pleased and decided to stay in Casablanca.
We wanted to know what her husband’s occupation was and if Mariam had ever 
contributed to the family budget. She told us that her husband retired at the age of 
60 (he is now 70 years old) and that he had worked as a waiter in coffee houses from 
the moment they had left Imin Tanouth Anfifa. In Casablanca, however, he had also 
worked for a while as a cleaner in a bank. Today, he receives some retirement pay from 
this bank (2550 Dirham per three months; about €230). Mariam has a small shop in 
the shanty town, which she showed us. She sells food, sweets and the like. She does 
not earn much money but they can get by. Two things contribute to them keeping their 
head above water, Mariam explained. First of all they do not have to pay rent, the drink-
ing water is also free and electricity is very cheap. Their living costs are low. Second, 
Mariam has eight children (four girls and four boys) who contribute to their income. Six 
of them live in Italy and they regularly sent remittances to their parents. ‘If you count 
everything together’, Mariam said, ‘there is sufficient money to live from. It is insuf-
ficient to live in a normal apartment, but we can eat and buy clothes. That is enough’.
Nevertheless, we wanted to know whether Mariam had had greater expectations 
about Casablanca when she and her husband made the decision to move there. She 
said that she had had no great hope that it was possible to improve the quality of their 
life. Several migration movements had been without success. ‘Why would their move 
to Casablanca change their life completely?’ Moreover, she never dreamed about luxury 
or things like that. She just wanted to buy food and clothes and as she was able to do 
that she was satisfied. Nevertheless, she admits that it would have been nice if she had 
been able to live in a regular apartment somewhere in Casablanca. However, because 
their slum is better than the noualla they had lived in Imin Tanouth Anfifa she is satis-
fied. Today, she has electricity in her dwelling and she can take drinking water for free 
at a communal water tap, just a few meters away from her home. She repeated that she 
finds it favorable to live in a shanty town, as she does not need to pay rent.
After we heard that her children had migrated to Italy we wanted to know if their 
own migration movement had caused further internal migration in Morocco in the 
direction of Casablanca. We asked, then, if friends or relatives had joined them in 
Casablanca. Mariam said that, except for her mother, nobody else had decided to come 
to Casablanca after they had settled in Carrière Thomas. Initially, her mother had not 
wanted to leave the countryside, as she was accustomed to rural life. However, when 
she became ill and could no longer take care of her self, she joined Mariam and her 
family in Casablanca.
Finally, we wanted to know if Mariam had received any information about concrete 
plans from the government to destroy the shanty town and offer the slum dwellers 
a piece of land and/or credit in order to build an apartment. She told us that, unlike 
many other slums, the Moroccan government does not seem to have plans for moving 
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the inhabitants of the slums of Carrière Thomas away. It is clear that the shanty town 
will disappear at some point in the future but when and where the slum dwellers will 
move is not yet clear. Mariam awaits further information.
Interview with Abdoulah from Oulad Said
Abdoulah was born around the year 1949 in Oulad Said, a few kilometers away from 
the city of Settat. He retired four months before our interview with him. He came di-
rectly from Ouled Said to Casablanca 35 years ago. He had married in the countryside, 
shortly before settling in Dar el Beida. He has nine children: six boys and three girls. 
Two daughters are married and have left the parental home; the others live with him 
and his wife in their slum in the Thomas shanty town. One boy and one girl still at-
tend school, while the other children work. However, Abdoulah complained, they do 
not contribute much to the family budget, since they prefer to spend their money on 
themselves, buying clothes, going out with girls, etc. As he is retired now, Abdoulah 
expected more help from his children, he said. He raised them and always took care of 
them, now it is their turn to help him and their mother, but they refuse.
We asked Abdoulah how he had earned a living in Oulad Said and we wanted to 
know if life had been hard in the countryside. Abdoulah told us that he had worked 
as a farm laborer in the countryside. He was involved in sowing and harvesting maize 
and cereals for farmers in his village. Sometimes he also tended herds of goats, cows 
and other cattle, but primarily he worked in the fields. His parents had also been farm 
laborers but the family did not have any farmland. However, Abdoulah is unable to 
remember his parents, as both his father and his mother died very early. This made 
life more difficult, he explained. Friends of his could rely on their parents but he only 
had his brother, two sisters and some relatives. Life had been hard in the countryside. 
He did not earn much and food was scarce, especially during dry spells. Farmers with 
farmland were able to cope with periods of drought, but farm laborers suffered, as they 
were dependent on the farmers and, in the first instance, they took care of themselves. 
‘Hunger had been a normal state of affairs in Oulad Said’. Poverty and hunger were 
the main motivation for leaving the countryside. Abdoulah was convinced that he was 
unable to improve his situation in Oulad Said or anywhere else in the countryside, 
since he neither had money nor farmland at his disposal; he would have remained a 
farm laborer forever, with all the problems that entailed.
We asked Abdoulah why he had come to Casablanca rather than another Moroccan 
city. Abdoulah said that of his two sisters were already living in Dar el Beida. They had 
offered to help him if he wanted to settle with his wife in the city. He had visited them 
several times and during these stays in the town he had worked as a day laborer in Casa-
blanca. He never stayed for very long, as he did not want to live with them permanently. 
He was already married and he preferred to live with his wife alone. He also did not 
want to inconvenience his sisters, Abdoulah explained. Nevertheless, during the short 
stays in Casablanca he got some impression of the city and he became convinced that he 
was able to live here with his wife. ‘His two sisters lived well; they inhabited a normal 
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apartment and last but not least many other villagers had migrated before to Casablanca. 
Why would he not thrive in this urban environment?’, This had been his reasoning.
We wanted to know how Abdoulah had earned a living in Dar el Beida and if he 
had ever thought about going somewhere else one day. He said that upon arrival he 
had found work in a metal factory. After some time, he had been given a contract and 
he had continued in this job until his retirement. The factory is not far away from 
the house of one of his sisters, who lives in the city quarter Ain Borja. In fact, his 
brother-in-law had helped him to get the job. As Abdoulah was one of the few urban 
in-migrants who had found a permanent job with a contract, it had never crossed his 
mind to leave Casablanca. Going somewhere else would have meant giving up the 
security that the permanent employment offered him. For this reason, he stayed with 
his wife and children in Dar el Beida.
We asked him to look back and compare his situation in Oulad Said with his life in 
Casablanca. We asked him to specify exactly what was better in Dar el Beida. First of 
all, his dwelling was better than the one he had in the countryside. In Oulad Said, he 
said, he had lived in a noualla without electricity and running water, whereas in Casa-
blanca he inhabited a relatively large and solid building. He had bought it for 50,000 
Dirham (more than €4500) once he had been given a contract in the metal factory. It is 
much better than the other slums in the surrounding area, as it is larger and built from 
bricks, whereas most other dwellings are made of scrap materials, like plastic, tin and 
wood. Today, he has electricity in the house and water, which he can take easily from 
communal water taps located in the shanty town. Apart from the house, Abdoulah has 
better access to money and food in Casablanca than he did in the countryside.
Nevertheless, Abdoulah admits that if he had had enough farmland to live from in the 
countryside he would certainly never have come to Casablanca. Even today he prefers 
rural life, but without sufficient money and farmland life in the countryside is too hard. 
In these circumstances, it is preferable to live in Casablanca, where it is always possible 
to earn some money and you do not need to be afraid that one day there will be no food; 
something that happened frequently in the countryside. Hunger belonged to the past.
We wanted to know if Abdoulah had had high expectations about life in Casablanca 
before he moved to the city. He said that, initially, he had hoped that he would be able 
to live in a regular apartment. At first this had not been possible but after a while he 
had been in a position to make it happen. However, he had his dwelling and he lived 
cheaply in the Thomas shanty town. He said that he had never had very high expecta-
tions when he came to Casablanca, as he had been very poor before.
Interview with Adil from Khemis des Zemamra
Adil was born in 1948 in Khemis des Zemamra, in the Doukala region some 50 kilo-
meters south of the city of El Jedida. His father had died before he was born. His 
mother married again and had two more boys and two daughters. Already at a young 
age Adil did not want to live with his stepfather. Adil did not attend school and he 
never worked in the countryside.
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The interview with Adil turned out to be the most difficult of all. We met him at a 
small shop somewhere in the centre of the shanty town. Initially, when we told him 
that we were doing research about migration from the Moroccan countryside to Casa-
blanca, he seemed to be interested. When we asked him if it was alright to carry out 
an anonymous interview with him he accepted and was willing to collaborate. During 
the interview, however, we got the distinct impression that our questions bothered him, 
as he frequently gave the answer that everything was the same everywhere (coulchi 
bhal bhal, fi El Jadida, fi Agadir, Fi Dar el Beida). Before the interview was finished he 
stopped responding to our questions and walked away angrily. We offered apologies to 
him but he was not willing to finish the interview. Nevertheless, we have transcribed 
the unfinished interview, as we are convinced that it contains useful information. Back 
at home, when we listened to the interview again, we got the idea that our questions 
had confronted him with his difficult past and his current problems. Somehow we had 
hurt, although we had asked our questions with respect. Retrospectively, we became 
aware that Adil was more disappointed than the other interviewees. If we had realised 
this beforehand, we could have changed our questions a little and we would have prob-
ably been able to complete the interview with him.
Adil told us that even as a child he had not wanted to remain in Khemis des 
Zemamra. He left home because of the constant problems with his stepfather. He had 
left the parental home very early, although he could not remember exactly how old he 
was. He could say that he was not yet an adult when he left. Since Adil had no knowl-
edge of agriculture, he went to the nearest city: El Jadida. Here he came into contact 
with masons, who trained him in the profession. ‘Practical teaching was, after all, bet-
ter than learning the profession at school’, Adil said. ‘Look, there are many masons 
here in Casablanca who attended school, but they do not know how to build a house.’ 
We asked him if poverty and hunger had been factors in his decision to leave the coun-
tryside, as most other interviewees had told us that this had been a key motivation for 
quitting rural life. He denied this, however, and said that although there had not been 
much money and food, it had not been a great trouble to him. The problems with his 
stepfather had induced him to go to El Jadida. He wanted to live without his parents.
We asked Adil if he had continued his job as an unskilled mason and we wanted 
to know why he had come to Casablanca. He replied that he had always worked as a 
mason and that he had lived in Agadir before he had decided to come to Casablanca. He 
explained to us that he always went to places where there was a demand for unskilled 
masons. When construction in El Jadida decreased, he migrated to Agadir, where there 
was a great demand for masons following an earthquake, which had destroyed large 
parts of the city.43 The rebuilding of Agadir took years, then, construction slowed down 
again and he decided to come to Casablanca. He went there as he knew that this was 
the place, at that time, with the most building sites in the country.
We asked Adil if he had imagined that he would live in Casablanca in the way he 
does now and what his impression about the city had been before moving there. Adil 
replied that he had visited Dar el Beida several times before settling in the metropolis. 
During these stays he had worked temporarily as a day laborer in Casablanca, so he 
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already had an idea of what life was like in Casablanca. He had no great expectations 
about Dar el Beida when he decided to settle there. Life as a mason had been the same 
in El Jadida, Agadir and Casablanca. There was just enough money to buy food and 
live in a slum. In the past he had thought that he could improve his quality of life if 
he migrated but, at the moment he settled in Casablanca, this belief had already faded 
away. It did not matter where he worked, he earned too little money. He had left every 
city because there had been too little employment. He had to work in order to buy food. 
Thus, he said, his migration had been more or less enforced. Nevertheless, upon arrival 
he had some hope that Casablanca could offer him more, as he was able to live for a 
while in an apartment in Moulay Rachid, in the city quarter of Sidi Othmane. However, 
ultimately, he had been unable to pay the rent for his apartment and he had moved 
into the Thomas shanty town. Since then he had never earned enough again to be able 
to live in a regular dwelling. He spent everything he earned on food and clothes; there 
was no additional money to pay for rent, he explained. He had stayed in Casablanca 
because he had married here and he did not want to move his wife and children. 
Besides, he said the situation for an unskilled mason was the same everywhere, no 
matter where he would go, he would live in the same way.
When we asked him to compare his quality of life in the countryside with that in 
Casablanca, the conversation got stuck. He replied that he had lived in the countryside 
in a decent house which was built of bricks. Here, he lived in a slum... After a short 
pauze, however, he said that everything was the same everywhere. Everywhere he had 
worked he had earned too little money. He repeated this several times and he obviously 
did not want to continue the conversation. Finally, he walked away angrily.
Young slum dwellers searching for school books and pencils among the garbage. X
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5.3 Moving to a shanty town to escape poverty and hunger
A profound analysis of the interview responses is necessary in order to answer our 
research questions. As a way of structuring the text, we have divided the analysis into 
questions and answers. We will start with the question of why the migrants left the 
countryside. Subsequently, we will analyze the most important reasons for settling in 
Casablanca. Then, we will examine the slum dweller’s motivations for remaining in 
Casablanca. Were they satisfi ed with their decision to come to Casablanca and had 
they, in fact, improved their standard of living; or were there still other reasons why 
they chose to remain where they were? In order to answer these questions, we will 
analyze the changes in the perceptions of Dar el Beida from the moment the migrants 
left the countryside until we interviewed them. Finally, we will answer the question, 
from the perspective of individual migrants, about whether it was logical that, in the 
course of the twentieth century, thousands of Moroccans left their native villages and 
settled – and stayed – in one of Casablanca’s shanty towns.
In terms of the reasons for leaving the Moroccan countryside, we found very high levels 
of concurrence in answers. With the exception of Adil, it is clear that poverty was per-
ceived as a strong push-factor in the natal settlement or village. Clearly, there were great 
differences in poverty between the various rural dwellers, who had lived in different 
times and in different places in the Moroccan countryside. Khalid, for example, reported 
that he had had to share many things with his brothers and sisters due to a lack of 
money. This contrasted with Mohammed who had nothing to share, since his family 
did not even own shoes. However, no matter what the extent of the poverty had been, it 
was always perceived as a strong push factor, as the interviewees tried to keep up with 
their standard of living or even improve it. The impossibility of achieving this in the 
countryside led to a desire to make their wishes come true in an urban environment.
However, perhaps it was not only the actual situation of poverty but also – and maybe 
even more – the prospect of staying poor in the future, which pushed the migrants out 
of rural Morocco. Fatima confirmed that she had had no future in the Moroccan coun-
tryside, whereas Aziz had been afraid that he would be unable to marry in his natal 
village as his rural income had been too low. Mariam said that she and her husband 
had been afraid that they would, ultimately, be unable to get by as farmers. Equally, 
Nora reported that she had feared for her future in times when food and money were 
scarce. Finally, Abdoulah was convinced that he would be unable to improve his stan-
dard of living in the countryside. Since he lacked money and land he would have spent 
the rest of his life as a farm laborer, if he had not quit his rural existence. According to 
Abdoulah, this would have meant that he would have stayed very poor forever.
On the basis of the interviews, we can reach the conclusion that hunger was fre-
quently a prime motivation for leaving rural Morocco. We therefore get the idea that many 
migrants were more or less forced to leave the countryside in order to survive. According 
to Abdoulah, hunger had been a normal state of affairs in Oulad Said and Mohammed 
reported that many people in his native village had eaten grass in order to avoid starving 
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to death. Under these conditions, the barrier to leave must have been very low. Moham-
med said that he had nothing to lose except for his life but this had already been insecure 
in Kalaat Sraghna: ‘During the next famine they could starve to death. Why would he not 
try to start a new life in the city?’ Since basic needs like food, clothes, running water and 
electricity were very scarce or even absent, it is not strange that the desire to quit rural 
life was high and that, indeed, many migrants left the Moroccan countryside.
Poverty and hunger were the result of unemployment and low income. Our inter-
viewees reported time and again that there had been few employment opportunities 
in the countryside outside of the agricultural sector. Sooner or later the interviewed 
masons and the electrician ended up jobless. They were unable to find a steady job in 
the rural environment; as a result, poverty and hunger were inevitable. Farming was 
almost the only possible way of earning a living in rural Morocco, however, there were 
clearly great problems in the agricultural sector. Our interviewees either possessed too 
little farmland or no tillage land at all. Some people had sold their land because they 
urgently needed money. Others lost farmland through the dividing up of an inheritance 
between siblings after parents retired or died.
Resources were short among the population, causing population pressure, which 
was indirectly felt as a strong push-factor. Abdoulah said that he would have never 
left Oulad Said if he had owned some farmland and cattle. Ahmed even stated that he 
would return immediately to the countryside if he had access to a little land and some 
livestock. Therefore, we can identify the shortage or absence of these capital goods as 
important causes of out-migration.
If a farmer had too little or no tillage land at all, he could decide to work as a farm 
laborer in order to earn a living in the countryside. To place oneself in the service of land 
owners, however, was a bad alternative, since farm laborers were underemployed and 
underpaid. Mohammed was not even paid at all, he just received meals for his tasks, but 
he was perhaps an exception. Nevertheless, several interviewees convinced us that tend-
ing the herds and working from time-to-time on the fields of farmers in the surrounding 
areas did not lead to a sufficiently high income. Even if the whole family worked for 
other farmers, as was the case with Ahmed, it was almost impossible to make ends 
meet. In particular, farm laborers found themselves in trouble in dry periods, since they 
were the first to be laid off. According to Abdoulah, farmers took care of themselves first 
during times of drought. The farm laborers, suffered severely during these periods.
Consistent with migration literature on the Moroccan rural exodus, we found that 
dry spells triggered out-migration. We recorded that several interviewees took their 
decision to leave their rural existence behind during a heavy period of drought. Indeed, 
dry spells caused rural dwellers serious problems. At times when the rains failed, 
unemployment, poverty and hunger reached their peaks. Nora noticed that her hus-
band was almost always jobless during dry spells, as landowners needed only a few 
laborers on the land. Farmers did not need any extra labor during dry spells since har-
vests were poor and they needed to decrease labor costs. Only when there where irriga-
tion projects, such as those in Sidi Benor (in the Doukala region), could the droughts 
be intercepted and the demand for farm hands continued.
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We also found a high level of concurrence among the answers regarding the reasons 
for settling in Casablanca. Every interviewee acknowledged that job possibilities had 
been the prime reason for going to and settling in Casablanca. The migrants hoped to 
find steadier work with a higher income in Dar el Beida, which would, in turn, allow 
them to improve their standard of living. Some had high expectations, like Ahmed 
who thought that he could live like the people in Belvedère. Equally, Khalid thought 
that he would live in a lovely apartment and drive a nice car. Other interviewees had 
more humble desires. Aziz just wanted to earn more so that he would be able to marry. 
Hanou, Mohammed and Mariam seem to have had even lower expectations, as they 
just wanted to earn sufficient money to buy food and clothes. They said that they did 
not need any luxury as they were accustomed to life in a noualla; and had experienced 
suffering from famines. Finally, Adil also had no real hope that he would enjoy great 
social upward mobility by moving to Casablanca, since several earlier movements had 
not improved his standard of living.
All the interviewees headed to Casablanca as they were convinced that Dar el Beida 
was the city that offered the best employment opportunities in the country. Their opin-
ion was based on what other migrants – especially family and friends – had told them. 
Many followed the example of family members and fellow villagers and made the move 
to the metropolis at the Atlantic Ocean. Indeed, the movement to Casablanca was often 
part of a greater chain of migration. Mariam, Mohammed, Khalid and Abdoulah all 
joined family members in Casablanca. These relatives offered them shelter or helped 
them to find accommodation. Nora, for example, inherited the slum of her father-
in-law, while Mohammed joined his uncles in their dwelling in Carrières Centrales. 
Ahmed and his family got their slum for free, as his half-brother left for France. Family 
members also helped in finding employment for the new urban in-migrants. Abdoulah, 
for instance, with the help of his brother-in-law, found a job with a contract in a metal 
factory. However, sometimes our interviewees were also disappointed by their family, 
as they had hoped that they would receive more aid. Ahmed, for example, said that he 
had been in need of more help from his half-brothers who lived in France. By contrast, 
Khalid’s brothers, who lived in Casablanca, did try to find a good job for him, but it 
remained difficult because employers were looking for skilled staff and Khalid had 
never been to school and remained illiterate and unskilled.
However, for many interviewees it was important that they already had family and 
friends living in Casablanca. Indeed, this was so important that some of our interview-
ees would probably not have come to Dar el Beida if this kinship had been absent. 
Ahmed and Mohammed said that they could not have gone to a city where they had no 
relatives. Nevertheless, it is clear that not every movement was part of a wider chain 
of migration. Fatima and her husband, for instance, had no family at all in Casablanca 
when they settled in the city. In turn, their movement did not lead to further urban in-
migration from the Doukala region. Adil also took his decision to come to Dar el Beida 
in the absence of kinship in Casablanca. The presence of family, then, was not always 
an imperative for rural-to-urban migration. However, for those people who had kinship 
in the city, the family acted as a strong pull factor.
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It is significant that a large number of the interviewees imitated the migratory behav-
iour of family, friends and fellow villagers. For example, Ahmed had observed many 
people from his village leaving for Casablanca and, consequently, had come to the con-
clusion that this was the city with the best employment opportunities. Khalid had rea-
soned in a similar way. He saw that his fellow villagers did not return from Casablanca 
and he assumed that it was because they had been successful and improved their stand-
ard of living, just as his two brothers had done before him. Abdoulah reached the same 
conclusion. His fellow villagers and two sisters who had migrated to Casablanca served 
as an example for him. Earlier rural-to-urban migrations appear to have caused a snow-
ball effect, as migrants followed, almost slavishly, the example of their predecessors. 
In this way, the arrival of one migrant could lead to the settlement of dozens of other 
countrymen. However, the notion that Casablanca could offer good employment oppor-
tunities became a self-destroying prophecy since, time and again, more migrants left for 
Casablanca (with the idea of finding work in the city) than new jobs were created.
Many people did not go to a city which was completely unknown to them. In many 
cases, before migrants took the decision to settle in Casablanca they had visited the city 
previously and some had even worked already as day laborers in Dar el Beida. How-
ever, this did not mean automatically that they had a realistic picture of their possibili-
ties in the city. Khalid, for instance, who had visited his brothers several times before 
in Casablanca, had never imagined that he would end up in a slum. His visits had led 
him to believe that he would live like his brothers or even better. He would inhabit a 
decent apartment and drive a nice car. Unfortunately, this turned out to be impossible. 
Ahmed’s picture had also been too rosy.
Finally, we should remark here that some interviewees did not go directly to Casa-
blanca but searched, initially, for intervening opportunities, probably with the intention 
of reducing travel costs. El Jadida seems to have been one such intervening opportunity 
for Fatima and her husband, as it was the major town in the Doukala region. They 
stayed in this city for a while but when Fatima’s husband was unable to find a job as a 
mason they moved on to Casablanca. Sidi Benor served as an intervening opportunity 
for Nora, however, since she was unable to find accommodation in this village, she and 
her husband decided to go to Casablanca. This explains how step migration came into 
being: migrants searched for the nearest place with employment opportunities. If they 
failed, however, to find a job they moved on.
We also traced commonalities in the answers given by our interviewees regarding their 
reasons for staying in Casablanca. Firstly, the fact that they married and that their chil-
dren were born in Dar al Beida seems to have been a very important reason to stay in 
the city. Ahmed and Khalid, for instance, were convinced that the future of their chil-
dren was best secured in Casablanca given that there are few schools in the countryside 
and the quality of the education available low due to a lack of funding. Moreover, job 
possibilities in Casablanca are generally still considered to be the best in the country. 
Another reason for staying in Casablanca is the fact that the majority of our interview-
ees had, indeed, improved their quality of life. Even if, most of the time, they were not 
140 | The Intentions, Expectations and Actions of Individual Migrants
satisfied with the progress they had made, they were contented with their decision to 
come to Casablanca. Since hunger had been consigned to the past and they now had 
electricity and running water at their disposal they lived better in Casablanca than they 
had in the countryside. Ahmed explained the major difference between living as a farm 
laborer in the countryside and settling in a slum of Casablanca: ‘Without money you 
cannot live in the countryside; in the city it is possible to earn everyday a little money 
in order to buy food; this is sometimes impossible in the countryside’. With the excep-
tion of Nora, all the respondents underlined this point of view. In addition, the lack of 
subsistence and the threat of drought mean that life in the countryside is more insecure 
than in Casablanca. You might not become rich in the informal sector of the urban 
economy but you will not starve to death, as there is some money to earn on a daily 
basis. In the countryside, by contrast, farm laborers lose this possibility occasionally 
during dry spells and consequently life can become very insecure.
Life in Casablanca has yet other advantages, which have without doubt contributed 
to the decision to stay in the city. Fatima described how services are much closer to her 
dwelling now than before. If somebody became ill in her home village in the Doukala 
region, they had to make a trip of three hours to the nearest hospital, which was located 
in El Jadida. Today, she has access to a clinic that is a five minute (affordable) taxi-drive 
away. The same is true for education. In the countryside it is common for children to 
have to walk for more than an hour to the nearest school, while in every city quarter of 
Casablanca we find at least a primary school. The fact that women can enjoy more free-
dom in the city is surely an important reason to stay in Casablanca. In the countryside 
they could not leave their dwelling as they pleased and they had fewer social contacts. 
In the city, they can usually go into the street during the day when they like. Neighbors 
visit each other, drink tea together and help each other with domestic work.
Some people stayed in Casablanca as they became accustomed to the city and they 
could not imagine living in the countryside again or in another city than Dar el Beida. 
Nora’s husband, for instance, did not even want to leave the city when he became 
homeless. The presence of family members acted again as a strong pull factor. Peo-
ple did not want to leave for another city where they had no relatives. Many stayed, 
therefore, in Casablanca, since they only had relatives in this city and in the Moroccan 
countryside. Some urban in-migrants stayed as they only knew their natal village and 
Casablanca and they preferred the latter. This is true, for example, for Hanou. She had 
only known Sidi ben Machou and Casablanca. As she did not want to return to Sidi ben 
Machou she stayed in Dar el Beida. Lack of information (and alternatives) was also an 
important reason for Aziz to stay in Casablanca. He said that he had imagined going to 
a place where he could earn well and his children could become educated. As he did 
not know such a place he stayed in Casablanca.
Today, the majority of the slum dwellers do not want to leave the city as they have 
the hope that the government will help them live in a regular apartment in the near 
future. Those migrants who leave Casablanca lose the possibility of getting a piece of 
land for free or a favorable mortgage, which would enable them to build a dwelling. 
Since this is probably the only possibility for many slum dwellers to ever live in a 
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regular dwelling people do not want to quit the city having heard about the govern-
ment program Villes sans bidonvilles. However, it is also true that some people lack the 
possibility to leave the city. They had built or purchased a slum dwelling which they 
could no longer sell legally, as this became forbidden by the government. As a result, 
many slum dwellers lack the money to migrate and settle anywhere else.
There was a higher diversity in the answers to the questions concerning perceptions 
of Dar el Beida. Some interviewees had a very rosy picture of Casablanca. Nora, for 
example, saw the city as a job paradise and she thought that she would find money 
in the streets of Dar el Beida. Adil and Mariam, by contrast, had no high expectations, 
since they had already moved several times before and their migration had not led to 
social-economic upward mobility. Adil said that he already knew quite well what life 
was like in Dar el Beida and he was even surprised that for a short while he had been 
able to live in a regular apartment in Moulay Rachid. The lower expectations of Adil 
and Mariam should not delude us about their intentions. Both Adil and Mariam hoped 
that their actions would enable them to improve their standard of living, even if they 
did not believe that they would make great advances in respect of their income and 
their living accommodation. Some people, like Hanou, said that they had no real pic-
ture of Casablanca before they came to the city. Hanou had not decided herself to come 
to Dar el Beida. Nevertheless, she hoped that her husband would find a job that would 
allow her to buy sufficient food and clothing.
During their stay in Casablanca the interviewees who had had very high expecta-
tions became deeply unsatisfied, as they were unable to realize their dreams. The 
picture of Casablanca changed enormously for those disappointed urban in-migrants. 
These people had become pessimistic about employment opportunities and living con-
ditions. Nevertheless, most of them had decided to stay in Dar el Beida, as they had 
improved their quality of life a little. Khalid, by contrast, left for Saudi Arabia in order 
to fulfil his dreams. However, problems on the Arabian peninsula had seen him return 
to his wife and children in Casablanca.
For some people the picture of Dar el Beida remained virtually unchanged or slightly 
improved as in the case of people like Mariam, who was very disappointed by earlier 
movements which had not led to upward social mobility. Since Mariam lived, against 
her expectations, better in Casablanca than she had done ever before her idea about 
Casablanca had become more positive. It is logical, therefore, that she wanted to stay 
in the city.
5.4 Negative selection effects and self-destroying prophecies
If we compare the results of our in-depth interviews with the theories about persistent 
rural-to-urban migration that we considered in chapter one, we may conclude that, 
although we trace various corresponding features with the existing literature, our own 
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case study cannot be explained entirely on the basis of (one of) these theories. The 
thinking of most of our interviewees shows that the case of Casablanca differs from 
what we might have expected taking the Harris-Todaro model into account (Todaro 
1969; Harris & Todaro 1970). This model assumes that rural-to-urban migrants give 
up stable, secure but low-paid employment in the countryside in order to fi nd one of 
the few highly desirable, well-paid jobs in the modern sector of the urban economy; 
thereby consciously taking into account the extremely high risk of unemployment 
upon arrival in the city. According to this model, the driving force behind ongoing 
rural-to-urban migration is the anticipated difference in wages between the urban and 
the rural environment. If we believe Harris and Todaro, shantytowns grow in size 
and number due to a continuous fl ow of rural dwellers who are lured by the hope 
of becoming rich swiftly in the city. One of the assumptions of their model is that 
migrants have full knowledge of the state of the urban labour market. However, our 
empirical fi ndings suggest that the opposite is the case. In fact, a large number of the 
interviewees demonstrated a lack of awareness of the realities of unemployment in 
Casablanca. At the same time, many interviewees stated that they had had no great 
expectations about upward social-economic mobility at all. This suggests that it is 
very unlikely that these rural-to-urban migrants have been attracted by the expecta-
tion of jobs with signifi cantly higher wages. Moreover, almost none of the interview-
ees seem to have given up secure low-paid employment in the countryside in order 
to enter – consciously – an urban ‘job-lottery’. Rather, migrants left the countryside 
because they had encountered huge problems making ends meet and they chose to go 
to Casablanca as they expected that this was the city with the best chances of fi nding 
work.
Older literature on over-urbanization argues that push factors played a more impor-
tant role than pull factors in developing countries. From this perspective, migrants were 
pushed from their natal land and the only place they could head for was the city (Sovani 
1964). By contrast, in Western European history, rural-to-urban migrants had also been 
pulled by the growing offer of employment in the urban industry. In spite of the fact 
that the push-pull approach has been criticized several times, (Gugler 1993; De Haas 
2003) we agree that push-factors played a more important role than pull-factors, as the 
picture drawn by our interviewees corresponds to a great extent with this theoretical 
point of departure. Most of the interviewees alleged that they had left the countryside 
because they had been unable to keep their head above water in their home village 
and had experienced hunger and poverty, both the result of massive un- and under-
employment. As in many other Arab countries (Ibrahim 1975), Morocco’s country 
dwellers had to struggle with population pressures, resulting in, among other things, a 
permanent shortage of arable land, livestock and other indispens able rural resources. 
Regularly recurring droughts complicated the life of peasants and agricultural labourers 
further and since rural development has long been neglected, employment opportuni-
ties outside the agricultural sector were scarce in rural Morocco (Benabdeljalil 1984; 
Kerzazi 2003). We posit that, in this setting, it was untenable for many migrants to stay 
in their natal village during natural disasters and at other specific moments during the 
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life course, especially in cases where family land was divided up among siblings. Some 
family members received too little farm land and too few cattle to sustain themselves 
and their families. They simply found it impossible to make ends meet. These individu-
als (and their families) were forced to leave their natal village and head for a major 
Moroccan city. No real alternative existed. Non-agricultural employment was scarce in 
the Moroccan countryside and the opportunities for moving abroad became reduced as 
a consequence of the closure of the frontier with neighbouring Algeria, the introduc-
tion of European visa requirements, the rise of defensive barriers around the Spanish 
enclaves of Ceuta and Melilla and the increase in border control (Nyberg Sørensen 2004; 
De Haas 2008b; Schapendonk 2008). In fact, almost all Moroccan country dwellers who 
found themselves with economic problems lacked the financial resources to move to 
a foreign country. Furthermore, research has repeatedly shown that among groups of 
the poorest and less skilled country dwellers, international migrants are rarely recruited 
(De Haas 2003; Cottaar, Bouras & Laouikili 2009; Skeldon 1997; 2003; 2008).
For many migrants, the decision to move to Casablanca was made in the context 
of worsening circumstances at home, i.e. rising hunger and poverty (consequences of 
drought; the division of land, etc.). In most cases, the move from the countryside to 
Dar el Beida was –to refer to Petersen’s well known migration typology – not innovative 
but rather, a conservative movement, as migrants were just trying to keep their heads 
above water (Petersen 1958). Few migrants who ended up in the city’s shantytowns 
had moved to Casablanca in order to improve their life situation dramatically. Many 
were already satisfied if they were able to earn some money to buy food. Indeed, the 
rural-to-urban migration process in consideration comes closest to what the geogra-
pher Ronald Skeldon identified as ‘a survival strategy [rather] than a pathway towards 
better opportunity’ (Skeldon 2003:3). According to Skeldon, this type of migration is 
largely restricted to the poorest regions in the world. i.e. Sub-Saharan African societies. 
Nevertheless, we think that this study and, in particular, our interviews have offered 
enough evidence to prove that poverty was actually a root cause of massive rural-
to-urban migration towards Casablanca during the twentieth century. Indeed, almost 
every interviewee alleged that poverty and hunger had been driving forces behind their 
move to Casablanca.
That poverty and hunger in Morocco’s countryside were a serious threat is under-
lined by statistics on nutrition presented by Wout Lentjes. According to this Dutch 
human-geographer, in the year 1970 some 42 per cent of Moroccans consumed only 
about 1600 calories a day, while human beings require 2210 calories a day in order 
to remain healthy (Lentjes 1981). If we consider that Morocco’s urban dwellers con-
sumed more than twice the quantity of meat than country dwellers, it becomes clear 
that the problem of undernourishment was mainly restricted to Morocco’s countryside. 
This is reiterated by statistics, which show that urban Moroccans consumed 35 per 
cent more dairy products and ate many more vegetables than their rural counterparts 
(Lentjes 1981). There were, of course, marked differences in consumption between 
diverse social groups within Casablanca. However, according to our interviewees, 
even slum dwellers were able to earn enough money in the city to buy sufficient 
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food, whereas in the countryside they had regularly encountered famines, especially 
during droughts. Mortality statistics also support the idea that migrants were driven 
from their land by poverty and hunger. Whereas cities in Western European history 
have long been characterized as urban graveyards (Pacione 2005; Lucassen & Lucas-
sen 2009), life in Casablanca (and other cities in the developing world) was healthier 
than in the countryside. Although our statistics do not allow us to compare mortality 
figures in Casablanca’s shantytowns with the Moroccan countryside, the information 
we have garnered gives us the confidence to make the assumption that, in general, 
slum dwellers live a healthier life than most country dwellers; not least because Casa-
blanca’s shantytown inhabitants eat more and have better access to health services 
than rural dwellers. Another important factor is the water supply. Slum dwellers have 
access to free drinking water all year round, while in rural Morocco drinking water 
was scarce. Most dwellings in the countryside were not connected to the mains and 
periods of drought were frequent. Together, these factors explain why mortality in 
the city was higher than in the countryside and they point to the fact that rural-to-
urban migration towards Casablanca was the kind of survival strategy described by 
Skeldon.
Although we are suggesting that push factors in the Moroccan countryside had the 
greatest impact, rural-to-urban migration in the direction of Casablanca was also a 
result of pull factors in Dar el Beida. All our interviewees appear to have taken the 
decision to come to Casablanca because they believed that the city offered the best 
employment opportunities in the country. Anticipated job opportunities, rather than 
expected higher incomes can, therefore, be identified as the prime pull factor. The 
notion that Casablanca offered the best job opportunities was based on experiences of 
fellow villagers, friends and family members. Time and again, as migrants followed in 
the footsteps of earlier migrants, a snowball effect occurred, leading ever more people 
from the countryside (and other cities) to Dar el Beida. However, the hope of finding a 
job in Casablanca ended in a self-destroying prophecy, as more jobseekers flowed into 
the city than jobs were created. This is why shantytowns continued to exist and even 
grow in size and number. It is clear that family and friends played an important role, 
facilitating the movement from the countryside to Casablanca in the way that Josef 
Gugler has previously described: They helped them to find shelter and occasionally 
they helped them find a job (Gugler 1993). Perhaps even more importantly, friends and 
family supplied rural-to-urban migrants with information when they still lived in the 
countryside. Migrants largely based their decisions to move specifically to Casablanca 
on this information.
However, we found no strong evidence that migrants were consciously misled by 
earlier (return) migrants in the way Bruce Grindal described the situation among the 
Sisala migrants of Ghana (Grindal 1973). In this case, a curious kind of snowball effect 
took place where return migrants deliberately supplied fellow villagers with misin-
formation about their own migration experience. Instead of admitting that they had 
lived in great poverty in Ghana’s cities, these return migrants invented success stories 
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in order to improve their own social standing in their natal village. As a result, new 
villagers were regularly driven into Ghana’s cities, where they encountered situations 
that were far removed from the picture they originally had in mind. Only one of our 
interviewees, Nora, may have been misled in a comparable way. Nora believed, on the 
basis of stories told to her by her father in-law and her former neighbours, that Dar 
el Beida was some kind of (job) paradise. She had literally imagined that she would 
find money on the streets of Casablanca. Nora was the only one of our interviewees 
who alleged that others had sketched a far too rosy picture of Casablanca. Also, many 
migrants had visited Dar el Beida before they moved to the city (including Nora’s 
husband). This would suggest that the total number of rural-to-urban migrants who 
have been completely misled by a third party is very limited. Indeed, our findings 
rather confirm John Caldwell’s conclusion on a migration survey in Ghana: most of the 
migrants were satisfied with their move from the countryside to the city as they had 
managed to improve their living standard (Caldwell 1969). In this sense, Casablanca’s 
population explosion is no paradox at all. Shantytowns grew in size and number as, 
generally speaking, their inhabitants lived a better and healthier life than they had 
done previously in the countryside. Moreover, migrants declared that they thought that 
their future, and that of their children, was more secure in Casablanca’s slums than 
in the countryside. This explains not only why migrants continued to move to Dar 
el Beida in times when unemployment was high and shantytowns growing but also 
makes clear why return migration was a limited phenomenon throughout the twenti-
eth century. Casablanca continued to attract migrants from the countryside because 
even the city’s slum dwellers lived a better life than many Moroccan rural dwellers 
and also because the situation for migrants in Dar el Beida was better than in other 
Moroccan cities.
By concluding that life for rural-to-urban migrants was better in the shantytowns 
than in the countryside we do not want to underplay the problems experienced by 
slum dwellers. Poverty and misery are omnipresent elements of slum life and are seri-
ous threats to the health and well-being of the inhabitants. For this reason, we strongly 
reject the so-called ‘bright-lights’ theory of rural-to-urban migration, which states that 
rural-to-urban migrants were mainly pulled into the city by the extensive entertainment 
on offer in urban areas. For many Moroccans, a life in Casablanca with its entertain-
ment sector offering shopping centres, cocktail bars, cinemas and discos, theatres and 
high-class restaurants might have been much more appealing than a village life in 
which key activities included tending herds, sowing the land and harvesting its yields. 
However, our interviews clearly show that entertainment was simply not on the minds 
of (these type of) rural-to-urban migrants, who were occupied with more urgent things 
in life like supplying the family with food and and a roof over their heads. With the 
exception of Khalid, none of our interviewees really complained that rural life had 
been boring. Equally, Khalid was the only to declare that he had been enticed by the 
opulence of city life. This comes as no surprise. After all, as in so many other develop-
ing countries, most rural-to-urban migrants in Dar el Beida simply lacked the financial 
means to enjoy the various kinds of entertainment the city had to offer (Bahns 2005; 
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Gugler 1993). These findings are in line with one of Josef Gugler’s main conclusions 
on rural-to-urban migration in the developing world:
“The bright lights’ theory of rural-urban migration has enjoyed a certain vogue, but the simple 
fact is that most new arrivals do not have the means to spend much time in bars, dance halls, 
or movie theatres. Indeed, many people, when the rural environment where they have grown 
up offers a similar standard of living and equivalent prospects for their children, prefer to stay 
rather than move to the city.” (Gugler 1993:67-68)
Nevertheless, we found no evidence that the rural-to-urban migration process in con-
sideration was part of a family strategy for survival in the way Gugler describes (Gugler 
1993). It does not appear to be the case that our interviewees headed to Casablanca in 
order to contribute to the family budget in the countryside. Very often, young single 
people appear to have made up their own minds to leave the countryside in order to 
improve their life situation, while married people did not leave wives and children for 
a long time in the countryside. If migrants decided to settle permanently in Casablanca, 
other family members joined them. Furthermore, most rural-to-urban migrants who 
settled in Casablanca were unable to send large amounts of money home, as they were 
finding it problematic enough sustaining themselves. In this sense, one should not 
confuse internal migration with international labour migration. Hein de Haas’ migra-
tion and development research in Morocco’s Todgha valley has made clear that for 
the areas of departure, international migration is much more rewarding than internal 
migration, for the simple reason, that ‘income and living conditions of internal migrant 
households do not significantly differ from non-migrant households’ (De Haas 2006: 
578). Given their very limited earnings, most internal migrants are unable to send 
large remittances to family members at home, let alone invest in the areas of departure 
(De Haas 2003; 2006). This is even truer for those migrants who ended up in shan-
tytowns. Nevertheless, according to André Adam, some wealthier migrants from the 
Souss region leave their wives and children with their parents in their natal village, 
while they themselves move to Casablanca, where they work and sleep in their grocer 
shops, regularly sending home remittances (Adam 1986b; 1973).
Furthermore, we do not agree that the composition of the migration stream can be 
explained on the basis of differentials in access to the various segments of the urban 
labour market (Gugler 1993). Indeed, we suppose the contrary: In Morocco the selection 
of who leaves the countryside and who stays is not automatically linked to the oppor-
tunities they may enjoy in the city. Our conclusion is that who leaves rural Morocco is 
determined solely by the situation in the countryside. On the basis of our interviews, we 
posit that those rural dwellers who lived under the worst circumstances are the ones who 
are first inclined to take the decision to leave the countryside. These migrants appear to 
be the least educated and poorest rural dwellers. For example, Fatima and her husband 
decided to leave the countryside given their dire living conditions. However, siblings 
stayed in their natal settlement as they were relatively rich farmers and lived well.
The Intentions, Expectations and Actions of Individual Migrants | 147
The reasoning that it is the poorest and least educated who moved to Casablanca’s 
slums, i.e. that some kind of negative selection was at work, conflicts with the com-
mon acceptance in migration literature that, on the whole, the poorest migrants do not 
move, i.e. who moves, where and when is believed to be the result of positive selection 
effects (Skeldon 1997; 2003; 2008; De Haas 2003; Gugler 1993; Sewell 1985; Moch 
2003). Positive selection in this context means that, primarily, it is the better educated, 
wealthier and more enterprising country dwellers who migrate to a city or abroad. The 
Dutch geographer Hein de Haas explains this selection effect as follows: ‘Based on the 
assumption that a certain threshold of wealth is generally required to bear the risks and 
opportunity costs of migration, both internal and international migrants do not tend to 
come from the poorest households measured in terms of land possession and income 
prior to migration’ (De Haas 2003:190). Since the costs of international migration are, 
generally, considerably higher than the costs involved in internal moves, one might 
expect to find the highest positive selection effect among international migrants. Aside 
from wealth and income, education may also form an important factor, since lower edu-
cated rural men and women are likely to have less access to the information required 
for migration than higher educated rural dwellers. Consequently, this first group is 
less inclined to move. Hein de Haas found that, with the exception of a small group 
of successful businessmen, most ‘stayers’ in the Todgha valley were poor and badly 
educated. International migrants, by contrast, tended to be recruited among wealthier 
families, while internal migrants were distinctly better educated than stayers. Poverty 
was also more dispersed among stayers than among internal migrants. This leads De 
Haas to the conclusion that ‘migration is more than a mere survival strategy’, as those 
who move to a city increase their chances of finding higher paid urban employment; 
equally, their chances of moving abroad grow by moving to an urban centre (De Haas 
2006). ‘[...] Migration is rather a prerogative than a last resort. The poorest – in terms 
of access to material, human and social capital – are forced to stay as they simply can-
not afford the costs and risks associated with migration’ (De Haas 2003:207). We chal-
lenge these conclusions for larger parts of Morocco, as we are convinced both positive 
and negative selection effects were at work. Moreover, we do not believe that moving 
to a city automatically increases someone’s chances of acquiring a better paid job.
In terms of international labour migration, the sociologist Georges Reniers (1999) 
has proven convincingly the existence of negative selection effects. Reniers studied 
the characteristics of Moroccan labourers who moved to Belgium in the 1960s and 
1970s. He found that in the context of education, positive selection occurred solely 
among migrants of urban descent. By contrast, Moroccan migrants who moved from 
the countryside to Belgium were negatively selected: ‘Those [migrants] from the rural 
Rif and Souss were generally not as well educated as non-migrants’ (Reniers 1999:692). 
According to Reniers, therefore, it is plausible that Moroccan migrants from rural areas 
responded mainly to push factors at the place of origin, while the migration behaviour 
of their urban counterparts can rather be interpreted as a reaction to pull factors at the 
destination. The Belgian sociologist labels the former behaviour as ‘conservative’ and 
interprets the latter as ‘innovative’. The case of rural out-migration in the direction of 
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Belgium allows us to assume that over even greater distances migration can be a reac-
tion to worsening living conditions at home. Equally, it shows that, for some groups 
of out-migrants, rural out-migration can be a survival strategy, while for other groups 
of out-migrants it is an innovative action. Thus, positive and negative selection effects 
may be at work simultaneously among different subgroups of migrants with the same 
destination.
We do not deny that positive selection effects were at work with respect to rural-to-
urban migration within the Moroccan state. Certainly, national censuses and migration 
surveys have proven – as Hein de Haas has done for the Todgha Valley – that migrants 
who moved to a city were, in general, better educated than rural dwellers that stayed in 
the countryside. For example, the population census of 1982 showed that 82.1 per cent 
of Moroccan country dwellers were illiterate, compared to 69 per cent of urban dwellers 
who had been born in the countryside (Royaume du Maroc 1993a). This means that, 
in general, urban dwellers were positively selected with respect to literacy and that this 
might also be true for wealth and income as well, although probably to a lesser extent. 
This should come as no surprise. After all, those rural dwellers with higher educational 
and professional ambitions outside the agricultural sector, were quite likely to fulfil 
these ambitions in urban Morocco (or abroad), as industry and services were almost 
exclusively found in cities. It is logical, therefore, that urban areas attracted the better 
educated, wealthier and more enterprising rural dwellers, the majority of whom indeed 
achieved success upon arrival in the city as a result of the valuable skills and resources 
they brought with them. Moreover, these migrants responded to a real job offer. Even 
if the demand for labour became a self-destroying prophecy, as more people moved to 
Casablanca than there were vacancies, the impact of this is likely to have been limited, 
as these migrants were skilled and enterprising enough to create their own employ-
ment. Other members of this group of migrants may have moved on to other cities or 
even abroad in order to try their luck elsewhere. Their resources allowed them to be 
highly mobile and to react to pulls from diverse places. The stayers among these posi-
tive selected migrants did not end up in shantytowns as their success in the labour 
market allowed them to live in better housing conditions. Indeed, table 3.3 shows 
that a large number residents in Casablanca’s ville nouvelle and the relatively rich city 
quarter of Belvédère were born in the countryside. These rural-to-urban migrants have 
clearly experienced huge upward social mobility.
However, apart from skilled, highly successful migrants, whose integration process 
was relatively untroubled, the city of Casablanca also received hundreds of thousands 
of deprived country dwellers, who were poorly educated and had few resources, which 
meant that they were badly prepared for the urban labour market. The integration 
of these newcomers into urban society usually faltered and, for the most part, it was 
this group that ended up in shantytowns. The negatively selected migrants originated 
mainly from Casablanca’s hinterland, i.e. the Chaouia and Doukala regions, as poor 
country dwellers were only able to travel over small distances as a consequence of 
restricted financial means. It is unlikely that Hein de Haas found evidence of nega-
tive selection among the rural-to-urban migrants he studied, as there are simply no 
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large cities in the vicinity of the Todgha valley; both Marrakech and Agadir are located 
hundreds of kilometres away from this region. Smaller urban centres like Ouarzazate 
and Errachidia are relatively close by, but since these towns have developed little or no 
industry (apart from the film industry in Ouarzazate, which employs many local people 
as background actors), they are likely to have been unattractive to all kinds of unskilled 
country dwellers. In this setting, it was the poor who stayed where they were, while 
members of wealthier households were the ones who tried to improve their situation 
by moving to major cities or abroad.
If negative selection is at work, this implies that migration is some kind of survival 
strategy. The migrants involved are poorer and less educated than the average popu-
lation at their place of origin and their movement is a reaction to push factors, i.e. 
worsening living conditions at home. These migrants left their natal soil in order to 
overcome the threats of hunger and poverty. In times of crises, this type of migration 
increased, as especially the poorest country dwellers were incapable of dealing with 
problematic situations like drought, crop failure, land partitions, etc. Our interviews 
show convincingly that this was indeed the case among the rural-to-urban migrants 
who ended up in Casablanca’s shantytowns. Fatima, Nora, Aziz, Ahmed, Mohammed 
and Mariam all explained that their move to Casablanca had been in order to escape 
hunger and poverty. In times of crisis, these migrants had simply become unable to 
carry on life in Morocco’s countryside. Small peasants produced too few crops to live 
from, while the agricultural labourers encountered serious problems when crop failures 
rendered their labour power redundant. Scarcity of food, drinking water and money 
drove these migrants into the city, where they hoped to be able to cobble together the 
bare essentials for survival. These are the reasons why scholars like Moussa Kerzazi 
(2003) and Mustapha Nachoui (1994; 1998) found a direct link between rural out-
migration and precipitation. In periods of heavy drought many times more migrants 
entered Casablanca, than in periods when rainfall was abundant. Those extra num-
bers of migrants entering Casablanca in times of drought were surely not positively 
selected migrants. They were the poorest country dwellers from the Chaouia and Dou-
kala region that had simply become unable to make ends meet in times of drought. For 
this specific group of new urban dwellers, migration was not a question of exercising a 
prerogative, but a last resort.
However, Casablanca’s slums evolved not only because the city received poor, 
unskilled urban in-migrants who were unprepared for the urban labour market, but also 
because most of these ‘unsuccessful’ migrants never left the city again, despite many 
of them being unable to find a regular job. Whereas in Western Europe those migrants 
who were unable to find stable employment usually decided to try their luck in another 
city (Lee 1999), many of Casablanca’s unemployed urban in-migrants remained in 
the shantytowns, where they lived better than they had done in the countryside and 
because job opportunities in other Moroccan cities were worse than in Casablanca. 
Moreover, as those unemployed stayers were, primarily, negatively selected migrants, 
leaving may well have been no real option, since very restricted resources constrained 
them from moving to another city. These restricted resources, combined with a lack 
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of skills explain why the majority of these migrants had to content themselves with 
jobs in the informal sector of the economy. For this specific group of rural-to-urban 
migrants, the move to Casablanca was not automatically coupled with chances of a 
higher paid job or moving abroad; these negatively selected migrants simply lacked the 
resources to realize such ambitious goals.
We reach the conclusion that over-urbanization was caused by a specific group 
of migrants, those who were negatively selected. These migrants flooded Casablanca 
despite there being no real demand for their labour power. Consequently, their integra-
tion process in the labour market was extremely problematic and many of them found 
themselves in the informal sector of the economy. This group of migrants had not left 
their home village as a reaction to a real demand for their working power in the city, but 
as a reaction to worsening circumstances in the countryside caused by uneven develop-
ment. The surplus offer of unskilled labourers with few resources resulted in massive 
structural unemployment. The mismatch with the labour market became greater as 
more and more ‘unwanted’ rural-to-urban migrants entered Casablanca and never left 
the city again. These migrants were not misled, they did not take part in a job-lottery, 
and they were not lured by the entertainment sector of the economy. Rather, they were 
driven from their land as a consequence of hunger and poverty caused by uneven 
development. As these migrants were able to end the hunger in Casablanca they stayed 
in this city. A considerable number of them lacked the financial resources to move on. 
However, our structural analysis of rural-to-urban migration shows that the situation 
for unskilled labourers was even worse in other Moroccan cities than in Casablanca. 
This explains why many of these negatively selected migrants clearly never felt the 
urge to leave Dar el Beida’s shantytowns.
Conclusion
‘Indeed, it is possible to argue that without the intrusion of industrial capitalism and imperialism 
some Third World societies would still lack major cities. In major parts of America and Africa urban 
development was superimposed by capitalism on essentially rural societies’ (Gilbert 1993:16).
Alan Gilbert
‘Without the presence of foreigners, Casablanca would have surely stayed a small village, not 
much more than an important market place’ (Joly 1948:121-122).
F. Joly
When we started our detailed research into the causes of ongoing rural-to-urban migra-
tion, it seemed to us that Casablanca was some kind of demographic miracle. It looked 
like a supernatural power in the form of a magnet had drawn people from all over the 
country together in one city on the Atlantic coast. A city that only a century before 
had been a town of no great national importance, at most a provincial capital. In fact, 
Casablanca was one of the few cities on Moroccan soil where the sultan had no palace 
or other kind of royal residence at his disposal. Dar el Beida had never served as a 
national capital, nor was it home to some kind of honourable indigenous trade elite, 
as had been the case in the northern city of Tetouan. Before the arrival of the French, 
Casablanca had been an ordinary fishing town, which had experienced some economic 
and demographic progress during the latter part of the nineteenth century thanks to the 
presence of a small dynamic group of European merchants.
Casablanca’s ‘Golden Age’ would only start in 1907, following the murder of a small 
group of European workers, which ended in the seizure of the city by the French navy. 
From that moment, unprecedented economic and demographic growth occurred. On 
the eve of the French Protectorate, Europeans started to settle in great numbers in Dar 
el Beida, since they expected that it was only a matter of time before Morocco would 
become incorporated into France’s colonial empire. As the safety of foreigners was not 
yet secured in other Moroccan cities, the European immigrants gathered in Casablanca. 
There they started their businesses in real estate and lent their financial support to 
Morocco’s first industrial plants. More importantly, however, was Lyautey’s decision 
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to build a large artificial ocean port in Casablanca. The presence of this port resulted 
in Dar el Beida becoming the main transfer hub between Morocco and the rest of the 
world. This strategic geographic condition ensured that, time after time, entrepreneurs 
decided to build their factories and trade centres in Casablanca. As André Adam has 
noted, some kind of monstrous vicious circle emerged: Rural-to-urban migrants came 
to Casablanca in order to find jobs in the industrial sector of the economy; at the same 
time, entrepreneurs decided to build their factories in Casablanca because of, among 
other things, the abundant labour reserve.
However, the construction of the large port and the rise of the industrial sector in 
Casablanca is not entirely a success story. Soon after the signing of the Protectorate, 
ominous signs of over-urbanization appeared. Unemployment started to augment and 
shantytowns arose and kept on growing throughout the twentieth century. These social 
problems soon reached a point where neither the French nor the Moroccan adminis-
trations were able to tackle them. Time and again, more migrants entered Casablanca 
than formal jobs were created in industry and services. Moreover, housing construction 
could not keep up with population growth. As demonstrated in chapter three, Casablan-
ca’s population explosion was primarily the result of ongoing massive rural-to-urban 
migration. This was especially the case during the Protectorate. After independence, 
natural population growth became the prime determinant of Casablanca’s population 
growth. However, in the latter part of the twentieth century, urban in-migration contin-
ued and slum areas continued to grow in size and number.
Apart from forced migration, human mobility is caused by economic motivations. Peo-
ple move in order to improve their life situation, which means that migrants move, in 
general, from regions with a low standard of living to regions with a higher standard of 
living. That migrants often do not move to places with the highest standard of living is, 
among other things, a consequence of all kinds of intervening obstacles, ranging from the 
costs involved in the move to physical barriers. If migrants are unable to reach the opti-
mum location, they will search for intervening opportunities. When it comes to develop-
ing countries, migration is usually the result of uneven development, which causes huge 
disparities between the country in consideration and the developed world, as well as 
between the urban and the rural parts of the country in question. In the case of Morocco, 
surveys have shown that the majority of Moroccans would leave the country in order to 
head for Europe, North America or one of the oil-producing countries of the Middle East. 
However, during the twentieth century, most Moroccans lacked the means to move – they 
lacked the financial resources and the means to obtain the required visa. Consequently, 
migration took place predominately within the Moroccan state, notwithstanding large 
waves of international out-migration. Within Morocco, migrants generally move from 
deprived regions to relatively wealthy areas. In practice, migrants moved most frequently 
from rural areas with high population pressure and bad soil in the inland to urban areas at 
the coast, where industry took root. Within the urban environment, migrants frequently 
chose Casablanca as a final destination as it was the industrial hot spot and commercial 
centre of Morocco, offering the best employment opportunities in the country.
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In Morocco, the drive to move from the countryside to a city is caused by grow-
ing differences in the level of development between the rural and urban parts of the 
country. Clearly, in the course of the twentieth century the urban environment offered 
better working and living conditions than the countryside and the chances for social-
economic upward mobility were many times greater in the city as industry and ser-
vices were more or less exclusively located in urban areas. The same is true for higher 
education. Since (engineering) colleges and universities were almost non-existent in 
the countryside, students with a rural background had to move to urban areas. Higher 
life expectancy and lower mortality in urban Morocco illustrate that the quality of 
life among citizens was better than among rural dwellers. The standard of living of 
Moroccan country dwellers was, in fact, so low that poverty and hunger were common 
features of rural existence. Statistics reveal that undernourishment in the twentieth 
century was largely confined to rural Morocco. However, urban life was still preferable 
to a rural existence, as infrastructure and public transport were of very poor quality in 
Morocco’s countryside. As a consequence, health services and schools were extremely 
inaccessible in many rural regions. A serious problem was also caused by the fact that 
the majority of Morocco’s rural dwellers had neither running water nor electricity at 
their disposal. These are two basic needs that, in the course of the twentieth century, 
even slum dwellers were given access to, as shantytowns became equipped with public 
water taps and slum dwellings were connected to the electricity network.
Within the urban environment, Casablanca was the city which offered the best 
working and living conditions to former peasants and agricultural labourers. In Dar el 
Beida, which had the largest number of industrial plants, unemployment was relatively 
lower than in most other industrial cities and revenues were higher than elsewhere 
in the country. In addition, housing conditions were generally better than elsewhere 
in urban Morocco as dwellings less often lacked all kind of basic needs. A larger per-
centage of Casablanca’s dwellings were, for example, connected to the electricity net-
work and the water mains than was the case in other Moroccan cities. Moreover, 
Dar el Beida’s dwellings were frequently equipped with a toilet and a bathroom. Our 
interviewees were aware of many of the favourable working and living conditions in 
Casablanca. Their ideas were based on the experiences of fellow villagers, friends and 
family members, who provided potential newcomers with information and facilitated 
the movement from the countryside to Casablanca by offering shelter and helping new-
comers in finding a job. Indeed, many migrants already had a social network at their 
disposal prior to settling in the metropolis and few newcomers seem to have become 
totally isolated.
Massive migration from Morocco’s countryside in the direction of Casablanca is the 
consequence of uneven development. But why did migration towards Dar el Beida 
persist in times when unemployment rose and shantytowns grew in size and number? 
The existing theories on over-urbanization seem inadequate in explaining why migra-
tion in the direction of Casablanca continued. Our interviews show that the intentions 
and expectations of migrants who ended up in shantytowns did not match with the 
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reasoning behind the Harris-Todaro model. Migrants did not consciously enter a job 
lottery, giving up stable low-paid employment in the countryside. Most rural-to-urban 
migrants who found themselves in the slums had originally been unaware of the fact 
that there was a considerable risk that they would end up jobless upon arrival in 
Casablanca. Moreover, migrants seem not to have been attracted by the expectation of 
higher wages. Rather, the migrants under consideration were pushed from their land 
by demographic pressure and droughts and the only place they could head for was 
the city. These migrants chose to go to Casablanca because they believed that this city 
offered the best living and employment opportunities. Moving from the countryside to 
a city had everything to do with worsening circumstances in rural Morocco. We inter-
pret the movement of rural-to-urban migrants who ended up in shantytowns as a sur-
vival strategy, as described by the geographer Ronald Skeldon. However, rural-to-urban 
migration in the direction of Casablanca was not part of a family strategy of survival 
in the sense that has been described by Joseph Gugler. We found no evidence that 
rural families spread risks by sending individuals to a city to undertake urban labour 
in order to contribute to the family budget in the countryside. Moreover, most rural-
to-urban migrants who ended up in shantytowns earned too little money to regularly 
send remittances home.
We disaffirm the ‘bright lights’ theory of rural-to-urban migration, as we are con-
vinced that the majority of migrants from the shantytowns were not lured by all kinds 
of urban entertainment. Our interviews make clear that ideas about going to the cin-
ema or to a disco were not on the minds of rural-to-urban migrants who were hardly 
able to pull together the bare essentials for survival. These migrants, who had lived at 
the edge of rural society, had been constantly struggling to earn sufficient money in 
order to provide the family with food, drinking water and other basic needs like edu-
cation and health care. These migrants had surely not moved to Casablanca in order 
to enjoy all kinds of entertainment. Neither did we find evidence that rural-to-urban 
migrants had been consciously misled by other migrants who invented success stories 
and tried to obscure the poverty and misery they had experienced themselves in the 
city. Grindal found such a situation among the Sisala migrants in Ghana, but we cannot 
affirm that rural-to-urban migrants in the shantytowns of Casablanca had been delib-
erately misled in a comparable way. Nevertheless, migrants did move to Casablanca 
on the basis of the information provided by family, friends and neighbours who had 
already gone to Casablanca that this was the city which offered the best employment 
opportunities. Some kind of snowball effect started to occur as migrants repeatedly fol-
lowed in the footsteps of their predecessors. The hope of finding a job ended, however, 
in a self-destroying prophecy as, time and again, more jobseekers entered the city than 
jobs were created.
Over-urbanization arose as Casablanca was flooded by a specific group of rural 
migrants who were badly prepared for the urban labour market. Indeed, those migrants 
who ended up jobless in shantytowns seem not to be a representative sample of the 
rural population they originate from. Whereas other studies have shown that rural-to-
urban migrants are usually positively selected, i.e. better educated, wealthier and more 
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enterprising than the rural population they originate from, Casablanca’s slum dwellers 
seem to have been negatively selected. That means that those migrants who settled 
in Casablanca’s slums were, in general, poorer and less educated than their former 
neighbours in the countryside. Negative selection occurs in very precarious situations 
when out migration can be interpreted as a survival strategy. In such cases, those rural 
dwellers that have the least resources are the first inclined to leave their home village 
as they encounter the most problems in overcoming crisis situations. The evidence that 
a negative-selection effect was at work becomes apparent if we reconsider that dur-
ing droughts the influx of rural migrants was many times higher than in times when 
rainfall was abundant. The rural-to-urban migrants we interviewed acknowledged that 
they had been driven from their land by poverty and hunger, which were exacerbated 
by droughts. In times when no rain fell, not only money but also food and drinking 
water became extremely scarce. Farmers with abundant resources were usually able to 
overcome such recurring crises, but many peasants and agricultural labourers lacked 
the means to withstand these dangerous situations.
To state that there was a negative selection effect at work among rural-to-urban 
migrants who ended up in Casablanca’s shantytowns is not to deny that urban in-
migration in Casablanca was also – and probably even primarily – the result of positive 
selection effects. We are by no means stating that all groups of rural-to-urban migrants 
were doomed to live in shantytowns. Rather the opposite seems to be true, as we have 
seen that many migrants even managed to live in elitist parts of the city such as the 
ville nouvelle and Belvédère. Indeed, positively selected migrants seem to have a good 
chance of experiencing considerable upward social mobility as they brought with them 
important resources. The availability of a social network of successful friends and rela-
tives may well have increased their chances in the urban labour market even further. 
However, the integration of negatively selected migrants into Casablanca’s urban labour 
market was problematic as their move to the city was a reaction to push rather than 
pull factors. In contrast to positively selected migrants, negatively selected migrants 
moved to Casablanca despite there being no real job offers for them. In practice, this 
meant that structural unemployment continued to grow, as more and more labourers 
without schooling and skills offered their labour despite their being no demand for this 
category of migrants. That is why they ended up unemployed in shantytowns. How-
ever, as the life in slums was better than the life they had lived in the countryside they 
did not leave the city.
Originally we had supposed that those migrants who ended up unemployed in 
slums had taken a wrong decision, as we assumed that they had assessed their oppor-
tunities in Casablanca’s labour market incorrectly. We certainly found evidence that 
migrants had over-estimated their own chances. Some individual migrants had imag-
ined that Casablanca was a kind of job paradise where they would find money on the 
streets. Others had thought that family and friends would help them to find a good 
job and that hard work would be enough to realize their dream of living in a normal 
dwelling. However, after having lived some time in Casablanca they learned that social 
contacts and hard work alone were not enough to achieve their goals. They lacked 
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schooling, skills and financial resources, forcing them to earn their money in the infor-
mal sector. These kinds of activities did not make them rich; in fact, it barely allowed 
them to live in a normal working class area. However, it enabled them to buy sufficient 
food, something that had regularly been impossible in the countryside as droughts 
and population pressure made country life very insecure. Moreover, in Casablanca’s 
shantytowns they had electricity and running water at their disposal, two basic needs 
that had largely been absent in the countryside. Another advantage was the fact that 
schools and hospitals were located close to their dwelling. In rural Morocco, schools 
and health services had been largely inaccessible, as a consequence of bad infrastruc-
ture and poor public transport. Finally, women preferred life in Casablanca as they 
enjoyed more liberty in the shantytown than they had done in the countryside. Stating 
that migrants stayed in Casablanca because they were satisfied with their move to the 
city and the subsequent improvement to their living standards is not to deny that many 
had become disillusioned in the shantytowns, as they realized that they were unable 
to achieve their dreams. This is most true for those migrants who completely overesti-
mated their own opportunities. However, as the slum dwellers lived somewhat better 
than before and as they were unable to realize their dreams anywhere else, most of 
them stayed in Casablanca. For this reason, shantytowns continued to grow in size and 
number. Whereas in Western European history, migrants moved on if they were unable 
to find employment in a certain city, unemployed migrants stayed in Casablanca as 
they lacked any real alternative. Casablanca offered better living and working condi-
tions than other Moroccan cities and most simply lacked the means to move to Europe, 
North America or the Middle East.
Retrospectively, over-urbanization is no paradox; the causes of persistent rural-to-
urban migration are logical and the decisions of individual migrants are, in our view, 
rational given the circumstances, even if some overestimated their own opportunities 
in Casablanca. Our interviews make clear that slum dwellers worked and lived in better 
circumstances than they had done in the countryside, something which we could never 
have imagined at the start of our investigation. We had started with a too idyllic pic-
ture of what life was like in the Moroccan countryside. Initially we thought that rural-
to-urban migrants who ended up in shantytowns had caused their own misery; we 
assumed, wrongly, that they had misjudged the actual situation in Casablanca. Now, 
we think that we misjudged the situation in the countryside. We know now that the 
massive movement to Casablanca was, to a great extent, an escape from hunger and 
poverty. By moving to one of Casablanca’s shantytowns, rural-to-urban migrants took a 
logical decision to improve rather than worsen their life situation in several aspects.
Now that we know that large-scale rural-to-urban migration in the direction of Casa-
blanca is the result of growing disparities between rural and urban Morocco and 
between diverse Moroccan cities and Dar el Beida, we need to reveal the roots of une-
ven development. Social-economic disparities arose during the Protectorate and grew 
further in the first decades of independence. The arrival of the French favoured Dar el 
Beida’s economic and demographic development enormously. Wealthy and dynamic 
Conclusion | 157
Europeans invested heavily in Casablanca’s industry and commerce during the Protec-
torate. By contrast, the traditional Moroccan towns of Marrakech, Fes and Meknes were 
neglected by French investors. As a result, Casablanca became the economic heart of 
the country, the great industrial and commercial centre of Morocco. Consequently, the 
city started to attract rural dwellers from all over the country. Long distance migrants 
were usually positively selected migrants that tried to improve their life situation by 
moving to the rising metropolis by the Atlantic Ocean and they responded to a real 
demand for labour in Casablana. Among the migrants from the adjacent countryside, 
however, we also find a group of negatively selected migrants who had been pushed 
from their land by, among other things, droughts and demographic pressure.
France’s interference unintentionally exacerbated the troubles in agriculture and 
thereby inclined the propensity to leave the countryside among agricultural labourers 
and peasants, as many of them became unable to make a living with their agricultural 
activities. The problems in the agricultural sector were not the result of neglect. After 
the signing of the Protectorate, the French – convinced that Morocco was extraordinar-
ily suited to farming – invested millions of Francs in agriculture. However, the future 
would show rather the opposite as there were no noticeable results from the French 
efforts and Morocco was relying increasingly on food imports. In fact, the negative 
results of the French interference are innumerable. Land seizures decreased the size 
of arable land of thousands of Moroccan peasants. Moreover, mechanization and the 
introduction of modern production methods split the country’s agriculture into a tra-
ditional and a modern sector. Self-sustaining peasants were unable to compete with 
modern farmers. These modern farmers managed to increase their yields and started 
to buy more and more land from small peasants in want of liquid assets. The loss of 
arable land meant that these self-sustaining country dwellers were unable to feed their 
growing families. The inevitable outcomes of hunger and poverty were intensified by 
dramatic crop failures in times of heavy droughts.
The decrease in means of production was also the result of the fragmentation of the 
arable land of Moroccan peasants. This was primarily caused by growing population 
pressure, which intensified after the arrival of the Europeans. The French took mea-
sures to improve the health of Moroccans and mortality started to decline. However, 
as fertility remained at the same high level that it had been for centuries, a population 
explosion was inevitable. In the context of the rural population, this often resulted (par-
ticularly in the traditional part of the agricultural sector) in arable land and cattle being 
divided up between an increasing number of siblings. Once again, a lack of capital 
goods resulted in individual rural families being unable to feed their growing families 
from their agricultural activities.
A final problem is the fact that the French, and later the Moroccan administration, 
neglected education and health services in the countryside. Moreover, in rural Morocco 
almost no employment opportunities were created outside the agricultural sector. This 
neglect severely limited the possibilities for upward social-economic mobility in rural 
Morocco. In order to put an end to hunger and poverty, ever growing numbers of coun-
try dwellers made their way to the city. Since they were aware of the fact that among 
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the diverse Moroccan cities, Casablanca offered the best employment opportunities, 
the majority of these former country dwellers headed for Dar el Beida. We can con-
clude from this that Casablanca’s population explosion was the unintentional outcome 
of the French rule over Morocco. The intrusion of the French threw the entire country 
off balance.
During independence, the Moroccan government was unable to restore the bal-
ance between the countryside and the urban environment and between Casablanca 
and other Moroccan cities. Large social-economic disparities continued to exist and 
grew even further, as a result of which rural-to-urban migration in the direction of 
Casablanca kept on increasing. It is only in the last two decades that some success has 
been achieved in creating more modern employment opportunities in other Moroccan 
cities. The construction of the new port in Tangier is the best recent example. Earlier 
efforts to extend the tourism sector of Marrakech and Agadir were also successful. 
Consequently, Casablanca is no longer the only large town where jobs are created on a 
large-scale basis. The positive effects are already perceptible – Casablanca has become 
a less favoured destination for rural-to-urban migrants. However, great improvements 
in rural Morocco are yet to take place. As a result, the rural-urban disparity continues 
and massive migration from the countryside to Morocco’s urban environment goes 
on. That said, decreasing numbers of migrants are choosing Casablanca as their final 
destination.
At the end of our investigation, we can conclude that Casablanca is not a demographic 
miracle at all. Our research has shown us that migration from the Moroccan country-
side towards Casablanca is a phenomenon typical of the developing world. In compari-
son with megacities like Mexico City, Sao Paolo or Mumbai, Casablanca’s population 
growth looks even tempered. However, Casablanca’s urbanization process shows strik-
ing similarities with large developing country metropolises. First, the massive popula-
tion movement from the countryside towards Casablanca started in the absence of 
any improvements in the agricultural sector. Second, over-urbanization occurred as a 
result of Casablanca’s rising industry being unable to absorb the ever increasing num-
bers of new city dwellers. This contrasts with Western history where there had been a 
harmony between urbanization and industrialization. Casablanca’s population grew at 
a much higher pace than employment. Rising slums and growing unemployment and 
underemployment were the direct results of Dar el Beida’s population explosion. Signs 
of over-urbanization were a third characteristic feature of rural-to-urban migration and 
urban expansion in the developing countries. Fourth, Casablanca became increasingly 
dependable of food imports, since Morocco’s agricultural production grew at a slower 
pace than urbanization was taking place. Excessively high urbanization – the fifth 
developing world symptom – was the result of persistent rural-to-urban migration in 
combination with very high fertility levels, the sixth characteristic feature of develop-
ing countries.
It is no coincidence that we find massive rural-to-urban migration almost exclusively 
in countries with a colonial history. Through the intrusion of foreign powers, which 
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intended to maximize the profit of their colonies, these less developed countries were 
thrown completely off balance. The colonizer made very uneven investments, since 
the economic goal of imperialism was to improve the financial situation of the mother 
country. The economic concerns of the colony were, at best, of secondary importance. 
As a consequence, unequal development occurred and great regional disparities fol-
lowed. This, in turn, gave rise to large-scale rural-to-urban migration in the direction of 
a rising primate city. This book concurs, to some extent, with the historical-structuralist 
school of which Andre Gunder Frank (1966; 1969) and Immanuel Wallerstein (1974; 
1980) are two well-known exponents. Massive rural-to-urban migration was, primarily, 
the result of France’s capitalist exploitation of Morocco. It was for exactly this reason 
that the French shifted Morocco’s centre from the inland to the coast. That is why they 
started to extract raw materials on a large scale basis and why they tried to create a 
‘granary of Paris’ in the country. Morocco simply became a satellite state of France 
and, in turn, Casablanca became a satellite metropolis of the French colony, where all 
the mineral resources were brought together, processed and shipped to France. On the 
whole, Moroccan rural dwellers had no other choice but to follow this wave of interests 
in the direction of Casablanca.

Notes
 1. That is why Moroccan historians make their way so often to European archives.
 2. In the Spanish zone some censuses were carried out, but they are of lesser concern to us. The last 
one (1950) is considered to be of relatively good quality (Noin 1970).
 3. If the statistics with respect to the countryside and other Moroccan cities were not under-estimated.
 4. In some cases internal migration refers only to moves within a region, while external migration 
refers to moves between regions. In addition, as the term region can denote a very small but also a 
very large territory, the distinction between internal and external migration can cause confusion.
 5. According to Malthus, population tended to increase in a geometrical way, while subsistence for 
man usually grew in an arithmetical ratio. As a result, food shortages with catastrophic outcomes 
were inevitable. In this way, the imbalance between population growth and food production needed 
to be restored, unless the people acted themselves and postponed marriage in order to reduce fer-
tility and, ultimately, population growth. See: T. Malthus, An Essay on the Principal of Population 
(Harmondsworth 1976), especially 61-80.
 6. United Nations, World Urbanization Prospects: The 2007 Revision Population Database.
 7. Protégés were Moroccans who were protected by Europeans through another statute. This meant, 
for instance, that they did not need to pay tax to the Moroccan Sultan. According to André Adam, 
the Chaouia region counted 17,971 protégés. It is clear what the consequences of this were for the 
Moroccan treasury.
 8. Three Frenchmen, three Spaniards and three Italians died in the assault.
 9. The English, Spanish and Swedish Consulates were also attacked.
10. In 2003, 80 per cent of Regie Tabac was acquired by the French-Spanish tobacco producer Altadis.
11. One of the main gates of the city wall.
12. Fonduk means hotel.
13. Quoted from Cohen and Eleb, Casablanca 76.
14. Adam, Casablanca, 50.
15. Ibid. 149-154.
16. Cohen and Eleb define ‘Habous’ as ‘possession(s) bequeathed to a foundation for religious or phil-
anthropic purpose’ (Cohen & Eleb 2002:473).
17. Territorial collectivity with far-reaching economic and political freedom.
18. The percentage of the population living in towns presented by Bentahar for the period 1926-1982 is 
consistently lower than our own calculations. This may be the result of handling another definition 
of urbanization. See: Royaume du Maroc – Premier Ministière Ministere charge de l’incitation de 
l’economie, Migration et Urbanisation au Maroc.
19. Individual cities also grew as a result of the in-migration of habitants of other towns.
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20. United Nations, World Urbanization Prospects: The 2007 revision Database.
21. Fertility among the European community was, by contrast, limited.
22. United Nations, World Urbanization Prospects : The 2007 revision Database.
23. RGPH 2004.
24. However, women more often moved from the countryside to the urban environment for familial 
reasons.
25. This means rural-to-urban migration minus urban-to-rural migration.
26. RGPH, 2004.
27. RGPH, 1982.
28. After all Christians were, despite their importance, only a minority in Casablanca.
29. Since Morocco’s regional division changed frequently, it is extraordinarily difficult to make reliable 
comparisons through time and space.
30. Personal circumstances/reasons will also have had an impact on migration behavior, but this will 
be analyzed on the micro-level in the following chapter.
31. RGPH 1960, 1971 and 2004.
32. The strong increase in unemployment among women was largely the result of the fact that a great 
number of women entered the workforce between 1961 and 1971. Since this is also the time when 
women started using birth control, it seems to us that an emancipation wave among urban Moroc-
can females has taken place in this period.
33. Questions which formed the basis of the interviews:
 1. Where and when were you born?
 
 2. Can you describe your own migration course?
 
 3. When did you settle in Casablanca?
 
 4. Did you visit the city before you settled there?
 
 5. Did you have family and/or friends living in Dar el Beida? If so, did they encourage you to move 
to Casablanca and did they help you upon arrival?
 
 6. Why did you leave the countryside?
 
 7. Why did you come to Casablanca?
 
 8. How did you earn your living in the countryside?
 
 9. How do you earn your daily bread today in Dar el Beida?
 
10. What was your perception of Casablanca before you migrated?
Quality of the living conditions –
Job availability –
Wage levels –
 
Notes | 163
11. How do you see Casablanca today?
Quality of the living conditions –
Job availability –
Wage levels –
 
12. Are you glad that you took your decision to come to Casablanca when you compare your old 
living situation with that of today?
 
13. Why did you stay in Casablanca?
 
14. Do you ever think about leaving the city one day and if so, where did or do you want to go to 
and why?
Back to the countryside –
Anywhere else in Morocco –
Other country, namely... –
 
34. It seemed very likely that the motives behind the movement from the countryside to Casablanca 
might differ among migrants from different regions of origin who settled in different shanty 
towns.
35. We selected Bachko as we had some friends there who were willing to help us contact slum dwell-
ers. We chose migrants from the Doukala region because they were well represented.
36. We were informed about the plans of the Moroccan government to re-house the slum dwellers 
of Bachko but we thought, like the slum dwellers in Backho we talked with, that the destruction 
of Bachko would take some time, as not a single house – the future homes of the inhabitants of 
Bachko – had been built at this time.
37. We needed some help to find people from the Doukala region who were willing to be interviewed.
38. Women, however, were more often unwilling to talk to us, since they feared that it would bring 
problems with their husbands and/or sons if they found out that they had been talking to strangers. 
The fact that I was accompanied by a female translator eased contact with women from the slums, 
however, it remained harder to talk to women than to men.
39. The Green March was the peaceful entry of some 350,000 unarmed Moroccans into the southern 
located Spanish Sahara. The act was organized by King Hassan II and is considered to be the start 
of the annexation of the Western Sahara, which is disputed until today. Saharawi tribes, supported 
by the United Nations, want to establish an independent country there, but the Moroccan govern-
ment refuses to give up the territory, claiming that historical ties bind the Western Sahara to the 
Moroccan state. No real solution has been reached so far, although the Moroccan government has 
recently made some concessions.
40. Urban in-migrants lived initially in tents in Carrières Centrales, but after some time they started to 
erect their own slums with lumber, corrugated iron and other scrap material.
41. In the first part of the twentieth century the registry of births and deaths in Morocco was 
underdeveloped.
42. It is an open secret in Morocco that even state employers accept bribes for good jobs.
43. The earthquake took place on February 29, 1960. It was the severest earthquake in Moroccan his-
tory. It has been estimated that approximately 15,000 people – about a third of the city’s population 
– died and some 35,000 inhabitants lost their homes.
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